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Historically, migration was viewed as a male phenomenon; however, women have 
become active migrants in their own right. In the South African context, there is 
empirical evidence that many of these migrant women remain undocumented upon 
entering South Africa.  
This study unpacks the insights of 12 undocumented Zimbabwean women migrants 
within the city of Johannesburg. A qualitative approach was adopted that centred on 
interviews. Findings highlighted in this dissertation confirm that migrant women from 
Zimbabwe enter South Africa using three main modes; legal entry and illegal entry at 
legal entry ports and border jumping through illegal points.  
Upon entry into the Republic, the migrants embark on an effort to get documented in 
order to stay in the country legally. The participants’ efforts to get documented face 
multiple legal and logistical hurdles, most of which relate to South Africa’s exclusionist 
policies. State officials, tasked with implementing the country’s immigration laws, often 
exhibit antagonistic and exploitative approaches and this strains the relationship with 
migrants. Other notable challenges experienced by migrants relate to the extension of 
permits, fear of deportation, xenophobia and interacting with state actors, low wages, 
exploitation in vulnerable labour markets and social exclusion. Undocumented 
migrants’ lives are, thus, insecure. This dissertation found that the livelihoods of most 
migrant women from Zimbabwe are tied to their legal status. Despite this, migrant 
women devise strategies to survive and thrive, including engaging in informal work, 
diversifying income streams, learning local languages, cohabiting and using social 
capital and networks. This study makes various recommendations aimed at improving 
support to this vulnerable group by varied state actors and Non-Profit Organisations. 
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Background and Context 
 
1.1 Background 
The discovery of gold and diamond mines in South Africa in the second half of the 19th 
century was pivotal in accelerating migration into the country as the demand for cheap 
contractual labour escalated (McDonald 2000). People from countries neighbouring 
South Africa, such as Swaziland, Lesotho, Botswana, Namibia and Zimbabwe arrived 
in large numbers, as the mining companies consolidated their recruitment drives 
(McDonald 2000). This process continued into the post-apartheid era as migrants 
escaped structural and political tensions, coupled with capital and labour market 
failures in their countries of origin to seek a new life in a country newly freed from the 
shackles of apartheid (McDonald 2000; Hagen‐Zanker 2008). 
Migration is a multi-dimensional issue that presents both opportunities and challenges 
for both the receiving and sending countries. This is an issue that has been mainly 
observed between South Africa and Zimbabwe, where the ongoing political turmoil in 
Zimbabwe drove cross-border migration to South Africa and internationally. As more 
people are migrating to South Africa and other parts of the world, Zimbabwe has 
experienced a brain drain as skilled professionals leave the country (Docquier & 
Rapoport 2012; Zanamwe 2010). According to Macheka, Lunga and Musarurwa 
(2015); South Africa continues to attract many migrants from Zimbabwe at an 
accelerating rate due to its relatively stable economy, availability of jobs and perceived 
better living conditions (Crush, Chikanda & Tawodzera 2012). 
Historically, migration was viewed as a male phenomenon; however, women have 
become, and increasingly dominant active migrants in their own right (Hiralal 2017; 
Rugunanan & Smit 2018; Hlatshwayo 2019). Given the increased number of women 
migrants and the fact that women make up half of the migrants internationally, debates 
about their unique needs, experiences and challenges in the migration process as well 
as in their host country remains in the periphery of debates (Mbiyozo 2018). Much is 
still to be known and discovered about some of their survival strategies. Against this 





1.2 Problem Statement 
Due to the lack of adequate documents on arrival in South Africa, most women 
migrants from Zimbabwe are rendered vulnerable in transit and upon arrival in South 
Africa. This is compounded by their inability to acquire formal jobs and housing 
because of their unlawful status (Tevera & Crush 2010). The migrants face the twin 
threats that criminalise them because they might have used illegal paths to enter the 
Republic and stay while they are also perceived to be a threat to local communities 
(Tevera & Crush 2010). These authors generally argue that increased inflows of 
Zimbabwean nationals and other African migrants has stirred debates, negative 
attitudes and perceptions that African foreigners are overstretching the limited 
resources available in the country. 
This study focusses on the experiences and the livelihood strategies adopted by 
undocumented Zimbabwean women migrants who are residing in the city of 
Johannesburg. The reasons for focusing on women is that there is very little research 
to date on their livelihood strategies (Landau & Segatti 2009; Crush et al. 2012; 
Macheka et al. 2015). Often, research on undocumented people looks at both the 
general patterns and experiences of undocumented migrants in general, but neglects 
gender dynamics; the distinct vulnerabilities of women.  
Women are vulnerable because they run an increased risk of poor outcomes for 
physical, psychological and social health. Women are also more open to systematic 
labour abuses, primarily in informal low-wage jobs such as domestic work, farming and 
construction (Macheka et al. 2015). Women are also susceptible to crime, gender-
based violence and various forms of exploitation.  
The study also investigates the challenges faced by undocumented Zimbabwean 
women migrants. The focus is not merely on their suffering. However, it goes beyond 
this and explores how they invent ways of coping in a challenging South African 
environment exacerbated by their undocumented status. An exploration of their 
livelihood strategies might highlight their strengths and resilience. This study and its 
findings aim to contribute to the ongoing wider academic debate around the issue of 
vulnerable undocumented migrants’ women in South Africa and beyond. It is hoped 




Department of Home Affairs and policymakers in general to have a more 
comprehensive and contextualised view of the undocumented migrants’ living 
experience in South Africa. 
 
1.3 Research Questions 
Considering the above discussions, the key question for this study is: What are the 
experiences and livelihood strategies of undocumented Zimbabwean women 
migrants who reside in Johannesburg? 
The following sub-questions were interrogated: 
1. How did the migrants enter the country, and what attempts did they make to 
obtain documents? 
2. What are the particular challenges faced by these women, given the fact that 
they are undocumented? 
3. What tactics and strategies do they adopt in order to ensure that they are able 
to survive? 
4. What networks of support do they rely on? 
5. Have they been victims of xenophobic attacks? 
Thus, this study sought to explore the experiences of undocumented Zimbabwean 
women migrants and how they manoeuvre around their undocumented status within 
both the formal and informal labour markets in South Africa. Particular attention is paid 
to their dealings or non-dealings with state actors such as the Department of Home 
Affairs and the South African Police Service in Johannesburg, Gauteng Province, 
South Africa. 
1.4 Thesis Organisation 
Chapter 1: The introductory chapter presents a high-level overview of the migration 
trends between Zimbabwe and South Africa and discussed the problem statement, 
aim and rationale for conducting this study.  
Chapter 2: This chapter reviews the existing literature on undocumented migration in 




with literature pertaining to Zimbabwean migration to South Africa and the experiences 
& livelihood strategies of migrants in South Africa. The theoretical frameworks that 
guided the study in understanding how migrant women navigate their circumstances 
and endeavour to sustain their livelihoods in a foreign land are also presented.  
Chapter 3: This chapter provides the research methodology, outlines the strengths, 
aims and the justification of research design that this research adopted. It also details 
various methods used to collect and analyse the data. The research population site, 
as well as the sampling method chosen, are presented in this chapter. Additionally, 
ethical considerations that were upheld before and after the study are detailed in this 
section. 
Chapter 4: The findings yielded from the qualitative interviews are presented, and the 
interpretation of the findings discussed in terms of how it confirms or disproves 
literature reviewed in Chapter 2. New insights are formulated and discussed.  
Chapter 5: The chapter synthesises the objectives of the study to unpack the 
experiences and livelihood strategies of undocumented Zimbabwean women migrants 
and outlines the key findings. It recommends that studies on the livelihoods of the 
children of undocumented migrants be investigated to examine how undocumented 











Globalisation has allowed people to move much rapidly and farther than ever before 
(Czaika & De Haas, 2014). This occurring during a period when governments are ill 
equipped to deal with the shift in population movements and consequent shift in 
demographics taking place at an unprecedented rate. An individual’s decision to 
migrate at a micro level is an individual choice, however, governments play a key role 
in facilitating the decision. In the past decade, South Africa has seen an increased 
inflow of Zimbabwean nationals. These migrants come into South Africa from 
Zimbabwe motivated by various reasons, such as economic opportunities, political 
violence, educational attainment, and escaping poverty (Crush, Chikanda & 
Tawodzera 2012). And yet alongside this, the Zimbabwean migrants in South Africa 
are not homogenous; they are composed of diverse statuses as documented, 
undocumented, informal traders, unskilled labour, skilled professionals, refugees, 
businesspeople and students (Baumann 2010). 
This study looks at an under-researched area of undocumented Zimbabwean women 
in South Africa whose experiences might be different from other groups of migrants. 
This chapter critically reviews the available literature on Zimbabwean migration to 
South Africa. The chapter begins by broadly discussing the outlook on who is a 
immigrant and some of the reasons for migration. It then takes a closer look on the 
migration of women, challenging previous traditional ideologies of men being the face 
of migration. The literature review finds that the migration of women from Zimbabwe to 
South Africa is increasing and is motivated by factors such as political violence and an 
economic crisis.  
The role of the law in shaping the migration trends and experiences in South Africa is 
discussed including the evolution from the Apartheid era to the present times where 
the literature revealed that the authoritarian approach that marked the apartheid 
policies are still very prevalent even in the current policies. It was also revealed by 




designated ports, illegally through the designated ports and illegally through border 
jumping. The literature unpacks the economic and political malaise in Zimbabwe as 
the core issues that have contributed to the prevalence of Zimbabwe-South Africa 
diaspora. The literature also explores the socioeconomic activities as well as the 
livelihood strategies of undocumented migrants in South Africa where it found that 
undocumented migrants operate in the less regulated informal economy facing 
exploitation and abuse with no recourse. 
To close, the chapter unpacks the theoretical frameworks that served as the basis for 
the study, namely, the concepts of ‘Social capital’ from the work of Pierre Bourdieu 
(1999) and the theory of ‘Sustainable livelihoods’ developed by Chambers and Conway 
(1990). Within the existing literature, literature gaps are identified; thus, the current 
research attempts to address the perceived gaps. The next section will introduce the 
definition of a migrant and reasons for migration. 
 
2.2 Feminising Migration 
A study conducted by Peberdy, Crush and Msibi (2004) and a study by Mbiyozo (2018) 
in the city of Johannesburg in Gauteng Province of South Africa reveals that migration 
was typically understood as a male phenomenon. This is because the South African 
mining revolution of the early 20th century saw large numbers of male migrant workers 
flock to the mines of Witwatersrand and Kimberley. At its peak in the 1970s, foreigners 
constituted about 80% of the mining labour force. Most of these men came from 
countries in the Southern African Development Community (SADC) region. The type 
of workforce required at the time (mine and farm labour) excluded women who were 
then left with the task of raising the children and maintaining the household (Amit & 
Kriger 2014).  
Research concentrating on women as international migration actors are scant (Crush 
et al. 2005). Gender-role stereotypes built on conventional views about men migrating 
as labourers and women as spouses continue to influence migration discourse (Crush 
& Tevera 2010). Batisai and Manjowo (2020) believe that the feminisation of poverty 
over the years has and will continue to contribute to the feminisation of migration. This 
also suggested a shift in women’s migratory identities and roles where women migrate 




migration of women has presented a shift in gender roles with more women becoming 
breadwinners and heads of their households (Hlatshwayo 2019).  
Women are increasingly becoming key actors of migration in Southern Africa, primarily 
due to increased global economic opportunities. Women are gradually outnumbering 
men in low-wage employment. In addition, the ongoing political and economic turmoil 
in some SADC countries means that there is another large female migrant population 
migrating as refugees and asylum seekers (Rugunanan & Smit 2015). Recognizing the 
few studies that have been conducted on the experiences of migrant women from other 
countries in South Africa, such as Kihato's (2013) work on Migrant Women of 
Johannesburg: Life in an In-Between City; and Ncube's (2017) work on The 
socioeconomic coping and adaptation mechanisms employed by African migrant 
women in South Africa. Yet, empirical migration studies often lack insights into 
women's lived experiences or narratives based on women's own points of view, and 
much work remains to be done in this area.  
Despite South Africa’s popularity as a destination for economic migrants from sub-
Saharan Africa, it is an unpredictable and intimidating destination in which migrant 
women can be subject to violence, trafficking, hostility, social exclusion and economic 
exploitation, as they are more likely to work in less-regulated, less-visible sectors than 
men (Hiralal 2017; Mbiyozo 2018).  
Some studies have found that migrant women are likely to be more disadvantaged 
than their male counterparts because they are more prone to violence at all stages of 
the migration process, significantly gender-based and sexual violence (Hiralal 2017; 
Mbiyozo 2018; Hlatshwayo 2019). Although men and women might be classified into 
the same ‘migration’ category under the same level of analysis, their migration 
experience in reality is very different, thus necessitating the need to adapt a gendered 
view of migration (Mbiyozo 2018; Kofman 2019). The next section examines the South 





2.3 Migration and the Law: The Legal Framework 
2.3.1. Immigration Act 13 of 2002 
The Aliens Control Act of 1991 was enshrined in law during the apartheid era. The Act 
was designed to segregate the black majority, both citizens and non-citizens (Dinbabo 
& Nyasulu 2015). The Aliens Act encouraged repression and brutality by law 
enforcement officials. The Aliens Control Act was then replaced with the Immigration 
Act No 13 of 2002, which is the enforceable piece of legislation currently. 
The Immigration Act No 13 of 2002 addressed the shortcomings of the Aliens Act of 
1991, i.e., to allow for free movement of all, both in and out of South Africa. Despite 
the amended legislation, the immigration laws were arguably discriminatory towards 
semi-skilled and unskilled migrants (Jinnah 2013b): it promoted migration of highly 
skilled people and investors, and one of the consequences was an increase in the 
number of undocumented migrants (Mbiyozo 2018). This is substantiated by the fact 
that there was a limitation to the number of permits issued, there were delays in the 
issuing of permits, and eligibility of permits was severely restricted to a select number 
of professions under the new critical skills visa, which superseded the earlier 
exceptional skills visa. 
The 2002 immigration act does not ban temporary visitors of different groups. But in 
several respects, it prohibits other categories of people. The Immigration Act also has 
provision for a General Work Permit (Department of Home Affairs 2020). Yet, this is 
no different from the Critical Skills Permit, as it also requires the company recruiting 
the individual to prove that there are no skilled South Africans for the job. Further proof 
of the job advertisement and all documentary evidence of interviewed applicants must 
be provided (Zack, Matshaka, Moyo & Vanyoro 2019). The Department of Labour 
further restricts the employment of documented foreigners to situations where no 
suitable black South African has been found to fill the post.  
All these hurdles result in a barrier to enter formal employment and can thus lead to 
an increase in illegal activities in order to enter and stay in the job market as a foreigner. 
Those undocumented migrants who are unable to navigate those circumstances are 
then left with no option but to enter the unregulated, informal labour market. The Act 
criminalises undocumented migrants and through its restrictions, many of them suffer 




2.3.2. The Refugees Act No 130 of 1998 
Another attempt to disentangle immigration control from the Apartheid era’s Aliens 
Control Act was the introduction of the Refugee Act in 1998. South Africa became a 
party to the 1951 United Nations (UN) convention, its 1967 Protocol and the 1969 
Organisation of African Unity (OAU), now African Union (AU) Convention regarding 
Specific Aspects of Refugees in Africa, and in so doing, agreeing to receiving and 
protecting refugees in its’ territory.  
The Refugee Act legalises individuals in South Africa who have fled their country, 
owing to persecution directed at them or their families. The individual must be under 
threat of persecution because of their race, tribe, religion, nationality, political opinion 
or being members of certain groups (South African Government, 2020). Refugees 
must go through a process of Refugee Status Determination (RSD) before the refugee 
status can be granted to them. As they await a decision, they are provided with a 
temporary permit (Asylum permit) or section 22 permit that legalises the person’s stay 
in the Republic. 
The Refugee Act was there to solve issues of forced migration, but limitations exist to 
what the legislation can achieve and entry to this system is troublesome in the South 
African context. For example, many asylum seekers may not be recognised as 
refugees based on abuses of social and economic rights and socio-economic poverty, 
as is the case with Zimbabweans. Another limitation of refugee status is the prevention 
of cross-border travel, which could open income-generating opportunities for many 
migrants. Unlike in countries such as Zimbabwe, Botswana, and Malawi, where 
refugees are confined to camps in rural areas, South African refugees are not confined 
to camps, and both refugees and asylum seekers are allowed to work, study, and start 
businesses (Kiwanuka & Monson 2009). While this may be seen as positive, it 
emphasizes the importance of local integration for South African refugees and 
necessitates that the Act include provisions for stronger protective measures for 
refugees as they negotiate space and compete for scarce resources with locals. 
Host countries are meant to protect the persons who have fled to their country seeking 
refuge, even those that are unable to enter the asylum system should in principle be 
protected as persons by human rights law. They should be allowed rights of access to 




Chouchane 2014), yet, it has been observed by Human Rights Watch (2007) that this 
is not the case; it has been noted that immigrants’ rights (including refugees, 
documented and undocumented) are often violated, they receive no protection from 
employment laws, and they suffer many exclusions from existing national laws as will 
be discussed in relevant sections.  
2.3.3 Unpacking “Undocumented Migrants” in the South African Context 
The term “Undocumented migrant” applies to migrants who enter the country without 
lawful authorisation or infringe on the provisions to remain in the country (Mosselson 
2010). Machinya (2019: 11) identifies three categories of undocumented migrants: - 
The first category of undocumented migrants is called “Administratively Legal”. 
These migrants' documentation is compliant with the requisite documentation required 
by immigration officials. If provisions for their visitor's permits are infringed during their 
legal residence in South Africa, they enter an illegal state or become undocumented. 
Machinya (2019: 12) describes the second group of undocumented migrants as 
“Ostensive/Seeming Legal Residence”. Counterfeit documents are used to gain 
entry, reside and work in South Africa. The above-mentioned documents give the 
illusion of being authentic. Individuals making use of these documents are 
undocumented as their documents are unverifiable with the state database. 
The last group of undocumented migrants are those Machinya (2019: 12) terms 
“Unauthorised Entry/Residence”. Migrants in this group escape detection by border 
officials as they cross the border between Zimbabwe and South Africa. They mostly 
strive to stay below the radar and go about their daily dealings concealed from the 
state. Machinya (2019) argues that this is the most prevalent group of the three. 
Migration decisions can be individual or part of a household survival strategy, resulting 
in transnational obligations in the form of monetary and other remittances to kinship 
groups left behind (Bloch 2010). The section that follows discusses the prevalence of 
Zimbabwean migration in South Africa as the largest group of immigrants in the 
country.  
2.4 Prevalence of Zimbabwean Migration to South Africa 
Migration has become an integral part of the sustainment and extension of livelihoods 




security (Spaan & Van Naerssen 2018). It is estimated that the are approximately 1.3 
million Zimbabweans in South Africa (Karagueuzian & Verdier-Chouchane 2014: 1). 
The statistics given on migration between Zimbabwe and South Africa could be 
underestimated, as many undocumented migrants act purposely to be undetected and 
therefore may not be reflected in official statistics.  
A commendable effort was made by the South African government in 2009 to 
regularise undocumented Zimbabwean nationals living in South Africa by introducing 
the Dispensation of Zimbabwean Permit (DZP); then revising it to the Zimbabwean 
Special Permit (ZSP) in 2014, and later the Zimbabwean Exemptions Permit (ZEP) in 
2017. The aim of the permit was to regularise Zimbabwean migrants who were in the 
country on condition that they could prove employment or were engaged in business 
activities or studying, in addition to having a passport (Zack et al. 2019). These 
limitations excluded many Zimbabwean migrants. The ZSP and later ZEP were only 
granted to existing permit holders and could not be accessed by new applicants. It was 
a one-off intervention, because it did not cater for subsequent inflows of migrants, and 
had no gender considerations (Mbiyozo 2018). Even for the existing populace, in 2009 
of approximately 1.5 million of undocumented migrants, it could only reach about 255 
582 applicants (Amit & Kriger, cited in Machinya 2019). Although this was a great 
initiative on the South African government’s part, its results were primarily ineffective 
to reduce the prevalence of undocumented status. 
2. 5 Zimbabwe’s Political and Economic Situation 
A collapsing economy, shortage of employment, hyperinflation and human rights 
abuses are the main causes of displacement of Zimbabwean nationals. There is 
agreement in scholarship that the economic challenges facing Zimbabwe cannot be 
divorced from the politics of the country (Raftopoulos 2006; Coltart 2008). 
Political instability in Zimbabwe has induced social and economic instability. The late 
President, Robert Mugabe, led ZANU-PF’s attempts to entrench influence on 
government institutions and monopolise power over the economy, thus triggering 
political violence. The governing party continues to contest any opposition, the most 
recent being the Movement for Democratic Change (MDC). Using armed militia forces, 
the ruling party has used methods such as assassination, sexual assault, mutilation 




Scholars argue that the economic collapse is a result of political instability. The ruling 
party’s interference in farming structures that occurred during the land reform years 
has deeply affected the country’s economic activity (Rupiya 2005). It is claimed that 
agriculture is one of the main pillars of the economy, with 70% of people living in rural 
areas (Shonhe 2018). As an agro-economy, land reforms were pivotal in dictating 
economic gains and food security on both the national and regional level. 
In addition, the pay out of rewards to war veterans who had fought in the war for 
independence with vast sums of money led to a steep depreciation of Zimbabwe’s 
currency (Groves 2009: 9). Also, with the lack of foreign investment, as foreign 
investors lost confidence in the governance of the country following the land 
expropriations in the wake of the 2008 elections, Zimbabwe had no recourse. The 
weakening of the economy resulted in high levels of unemployment, hitting levels of 
about 94% in the year 2008 and a currency devaluation where within a brief period of 
three years 2007-2009, an enormous 25 zeros had been cut from Zimbabwe's currency 
(Chagonda 2012: 87). There were also food shortages and a loss of exports (Bloch 
2010; Tevera & Crush 2010). 
This economic decay threatened access to essential commodities needed to sustain 
the lives of Zimbabwean nationals. In 2008, it was on record that up to 85% of 
Zimbabwean nationals were living below the poverty datum line, meaning that the 
economic situation in Zimbabwe was unsustainable as it continued to decline 
(Raftopolous 2008; Mlambo & Raftopulos 2009).  
Thus, Zimbabwean nationals find it challenging to sustain livelihoods in their country, 
resorting to migration as the only survival strategy. Migration to South Africa has mainly 
been linked to the economic crisis in Zimbabwe, which has seen many skilled and 
unskilled individuals leaving the country to better their economic conditions in South 
Africa (De Jager & Musuva 2016). With this background, the next section discusses 
the experiences of those Zimbabwean migrants who have migrated to South Africa.   
2.6 Experiences of Migrants in South Africa 
Thousands migrate to South Africa with the hopes of improved livelihoods. The 
continual flow of African migrants to South Africa is being met with resistance by 
government and locals alike. The experiences of most Zimbabwean migrants in South 




Government's resistance is shown by policy implementation, which includes policies 
that harden entry and control as well as barriers to accessing citizenship. Included is 
the lack of transformation of government institutions and/or public offices (e.g., 
Department of Home Affairs) which are in charge of the management of migrants. 
Initially, South Africa encouraged immigration from various parts of the world to fill the 
gaps in the human resource and labour supply in the country (Mawadza 2008). 
However, successive governments led by the African National Congress (ANC) have 
implemented measures to ensure that only skilled individuals have opportunities to 
reside in the country legally, these measures excluding the bulk of migrants (Ngomane 
2010; Mbiyozo 2019; Macheka 2018; Zanamwe 2010). This has resulted in unskilled 
migrants having to often resort to staying in the country as undocumented migrants, 
and the existence of low-wage jobs being a significant incentive (Zanamwe 2010). 
Migration from one country to another is associated with challenges and a change in 
livelihood strategies in response to prevailing conditions. Although all migrants become 
vulnerable in a foreign country, undocumented migrants become more vulnerable to 
exploitation, abuse, fear of the unknown, assimilation and acculturation challenges, 
poverty, social exclusion and lack of access to resources (Crush & Ramachandran 
2010).  
South Africa engaged in several strategies to contain the increasing number of 
undocumented migrants from Zimbabwe, which were said to be more on the control 
and management side of migration than the protection of migrant’s human rights 
(Klaaren & Ramji 2001). They have focused rather on deporting and repatriating illegal 
migrants. However, they have failed dismally, according to Nshimbi and Fioramonti 
(2014), as these measures have not been effective in curbing the number of 
undocumented migrants coming to South Africa, with numbers continuing to rise 
(Budlender 2013). Some scholars have even accused the strict measures adopted by 
South Africa as a cause of the increase (Klotz 2012; Alsawady 2018).  
According to Ngomane (2010), South Africa is said to be using the same methods that 
were used by the apartheid government, which were authoritarian and heavy-handed. 
Gordon (2010) and Mosselson (2009) describe these strategies as ways to discipline, 
unearth and keep the state’s enemies [undocumented migrants] out of the country. 




danger at the hand of state representatives, especially the South African Police Service 
(SAPS). Gaps in the literature emerge when trying to understand the vulnerability of 
undocumented Zimbabwean women in South Africa in the face of these officials that 
this current study hopes to fill. In Mbiyozo’s (2018) study on gender and migration in 
Cape Town, focusing on undocumented Zimbabwean migrants, it was revealed that 
the overall quality of the lives of migrants was very low, characterised by poor living 
conditions and experiences of xenophobia and crime. Issues with police are often as 
a result of the lack of documentation and police trying to control undocumented 
migration. Amit and Kriger (2014) have thus argued for the continued documentation 
of many Zimbabwean nationals in South Africa to protect them from exploitation and 
unfavourable conditions. 
2.6.1 Encounters with State Officials 
Research has shown the victimisation of undocumented migrants and refugees by 
police (Klaaren & Ramji 2001). Nevertheless, due to its’ long open borders and regional 
economic supremacy, police brutality and deportations will not stop South Africa from 
being an attractive destination. State representatives (i.e., Police officials), despite an 
official mandate to protect and respect the rights of non-nationals, are known for 
betraying this responsibility. Machinya (2019: 93) says that state officials at 
different levels of the official hierarchy consciously disregard their legal responsibilities 
toward migrants, and often do not object to the creation and legitimisation of wrongful 
policing of undocumented migrants.  
It has been reported that the police often exercise arbitrary authority and use less than 
dignified methods to deport, conduct unauthorised raids of homes they suspect belong 
to undocumented migrants, demand identity documents, and arrest both nationals and 
non-nationals, which is opposite to the immigration policies requiring due process and 
court decisions to be implemented before deporting people (Landau 2005; Humans 
Rights Watch 2007; De Jager & Musuva 2016). The state ofFficials’ responses to the 
presence of undocumented migrants are incongruent with the guarantees for human 
rights and dignity as enshrined in South Africa’s Constitution and Bill of rights.  
In some cases, victims can be harassed or detained without being deported at the 
Lindela Repatriation centre (Klaaren & Ramji 2001). In using this approach, 




2002). Undocumented women are especially at an increased risk of vulnerability 
because they can often fall victim to economic and sexual exploitation in order to 
remain and to avoid deportation/repatriation because of their gender (Dodson 2018; 
Karagueuzian & Verdier-Chouchane 2014). Although it has been presumed that men 
are the primary targets for deportations, undocumented women migrants have also 
drawn the attention of state officials due to their presumed involvement in illegal 
activities, including drug dealing and sex work (Macheka et al. 2015; Machinya 2019). 
The belief that undocumented women migrants are sex workers exposes them to 
police arrest, harassment, and deportation. Despite this, the literature does not 
explicitly mention sex work and illegal activities as the livelihood strategies of 
undocumented Zimbabwean women in South Africa. 
In his PhD thesis, Machinya (2019) posits that “migrant illegality status” is a highly 
defining situation that lingers in the fabric of the daily lives of undocumented migrants 
and impacts their everyday lives significantly. He writes that the threat of deportation 
registers so heavily on the consciousness of undocumented migrants such that they 
become ‘paranoid’ that they will one day be deported, almost making them prepare for 
this mentally. The fear of deportation and detention keeps them from pursuing their 
plans to live a full and enjoyable life in their host country. 
 
2.6.2 Access to Labour Markets 
Rutherford and Addison’s (2007) research on Zimbabwean migrant farm workers, 
revealed that employers take advantage of migrants’ desperation to exploit and abuse 
them, violate labour standards, with the confidence that migrants do not have legal 
recourse (Kragueuzian & Verdier-Chouchane 2014). The pair also found that 
undocumented migrants have no means of complaining, as their swift detention and 
expulsion keeps them at bay from reporting their grievances to authorities, and Bloch 
(2008) adds that it would difficult be for them to get to court under South African law. 
Undocumented migrants have limited access to formal employment, due to their lack 
of documentation, and as a result, they have little alternative but to work in informal 
markets in order to earn some income. Bloch (2010) argues that in South Africa, the 
main sectors of work for undocumented migrants are construction, commercial farms, 




contracts, earning low wages and working on a temporary basis despite their 
professional skills.  
While it could be argued that the existence of this informal sector implies that they can 
earn a living, however the kind of living that can be made through participation in the 
underground economy is not necessarily desirable. Undocumented migrants are 
exposed to unpleasant, precarious and exploitative working conditions. Their 
desperation often forces them to take any type of work irrespective of pay, risk and 
physical demands (Human Rights Watch 2008; Bloch 2010). For example, poor 
working conditions were found in Rutherford's (2008) study of Zimbabwean nationals 
living in Limpopo Province, finding that farm employers paid Zimbabwean nationals 
low wages, taking advantage of their undocumented status and dependency and 
denying them fair compensation and in some extreme cases, withholding wages. 
Vearey (2008) added that individuals working within the informal economy within South 
African cities are considered among the most marginalised, and dependent on 
survivalist strategies such as social networks. Social networks are known to provide 
information about job opportunities, not only to immigrants, but locals too. Reports 
show that this is more prevalent among migrant populations as they are less familiar 
with the formal job search process, lack the resources and are likely to experience 
language barriers (Drever & Hoffmeister 2008). Drever and Hoffmeister (2008) add 
that social networks are effective in increasing the likelihood of job seekers finding 
employment. 
 
2.6.3 Migrants Interaction with Locals 
Undocumented migration is seen as a threat for South Africans, with concerns arising 
from large numbers of relatively poor migrants from neighbouring countries entering 
the country and increasing pressure on resources and employment opportunities 
(Landau, Segatti & Wa Kabwe 2009; Human Rights Watch 2020; Swart 2020). Thus, 
South African nationals respond by wanting to expel foreigners whom they see as a 
threat (Gordon 2015). This has manifested in episodes of xenophobic attacks targeting 




In 2008, xenophobic riots occurred in Gauteng province (Kersting 2009). In 2015, 
KwaZulu-Natal joined Gauteng province in a recurrence of these riots and, again in 
2019, across many other provinces (BBC 2019). The attacks, as mentioned above in 
various provinces, resulted in deaths and damage to property, leaving victims in a dire 
situation, without food, clothes or shelter (Tevera & Crush 2010; Swart 2020; Kersting 
2009).  
Harris (2002) proposed theories to explain the xenophobia exhibited by South Africans; 
stereotyping and isolation theories, with xenophobia being a product of social change 
and transition. Hostility towards immigrants is a result of limited resources in areas like 
housing, education, health care and employment. Citizens feel deprived and 
disgruntled and thus create a scapegoat to let out anger, and in this case, foreigners 
are blamed for the social ills facing the country. For example, migrants are often 
accused of committing crimes, such as drug trafficking and human trafficking, some 
are accused of stealing jobs from citizens, and migrant men for stealing South African 
women for convenience marriages (Akinola 2018). The latter theory argues that the 
isolation South Africa faced when it was secluded during the apartheid era, and later 
being reintegrated to the larger global community, has brought them into contact with 
foreigners for the first time. Having no history of inclusion, South Africa struggles to 
welcome foreigners. 
Local government, politicians, institutional powers and policies are seen as 
perpetuating the violence instead of condemning it, by embracing the view that foreign 
nationals are responsible for social ills in the country and denying the existence of 
xenophobia (Landau 2010; Baumann 2010; Human Rights Watch 2020). Government 
intervention is needed to change attitudes of local people, motivate them towards 
accepting migrants, and promote, encourage, and/or stimulate integration of 
immigrants into the country and the region (Buscher 2011). Unfortunately, Gordon 
(2015: 505) has found that the South African government’s passivity around the 
national anti-xenophobia campaign has done next to nothing to reduce anti-immigrant 
attitudes.  
In addition, Crush & Tawodzera (2014; 2011) have written extensively on the 
xenophobia faced by migrants on the medical front, which they defined as medical 




care workers who often accuse migrants of overcrowding the medical system and 
being undeserving of accessing medical treatment in state facilities. Although Crush & 
Tawodzera (2014) argue that though this kind of treatment is directed to all foreign 
nationals, undocumented foreign nationals are most vulnerable to this kind of 
experience. These views fly in the face of various institutional, legal and administrative 
guarantees, e.g., Section 27 of the Bill of Rights states that “everyone”, not just citizens, 
-has the right to health care services and no-one can be denied emergency care.  
2.6.4 Social Exclusion 
Migrants without documentation are prone to social exclusion. The term 'social 
exclusion' is understood as areas where migrants are shut out and denied entry into 
the socio-economic space (Mafukidze & Mbanda 2008).  
In South Africa, migrants often lack entitlements to basic social and economic needs 
such as healthcare, education, employment, and equal protection by law (Amisi 2006; 
Karagueuzian & Verdier-Chouchane 2014). The obstacles undocumented migrants 
face in accessing fundamental rights and essential services demonstrates the will to 
curtail undocumented migration. This is done by demoralising new arrivals, while also 
attempting to remove the undocumented migrants already residing in the country. 
2.6.5 Socio-economic Activities 
As mentioned above, (Kragueuzian & Verdier-Chouchane 2014; Bloch 2010; 
Rugunanan & Smit 2011) say undocumented immigrants engage in informal jobs to 
make their income to cater for their basic needs such as food, housing, and education, 
etc. Jinnah (2013a) described South Africa as a country with poor job prospects in the 
formal sector but tempting business opportunities in its cities, townships, and rural 
areas. With limited involvement in the mainstream economy, undocumented migrants 
have a much greater presence in the informal economy. The autonomous nature of 
self-employment and cross border trading is attractive to semi-skilled and skilled 
workers alike and vending has become a significant livelihood strategy for mostly low 
skilled workers. The (IOM 2005) echoed the point that cross-border trading has opened 
many entrepreneurial opportunities for immigrants. Although, the IOM (2005) also 
argues that this cross-border trading, also contributes to the mobility of illegal and legal 
migrants. It is believed that informal cross border traders are more prone to illegal 




themselves and their families (PHAMSA 2005 cited in Ngomane 2010). However, there 
appears to be a gap in the literature on the experiences of undocumented Zimbabwean 
women migrants and their visibility in the self-employment and entrepreneurship 
domain. 
 
2.7  Theoretical Frameworks 
2.7.1 Social Capital Theory 
This study is inspired by the social capital theory, which emphasises the significant role 
of collective networks and norms to migrants. Bourdieu (1986) broadly described social 
capital as connections and membership in a group involving a shared understanding 
and acceptance. Social capital represents the entirety of a person's social relations, 
which can be legitimised by the family, group or class membership (Bourdieu 1986). 
Bourdieu (1986:249) further states that social capital involves the aggregation of 
potential or actual resources within the confines of mutual acquaintance or social 
network to maintain durable contacts. Migrants perceive social capital important to 
securing their livelihood in a foreign country (Myroniuk & Vearey, 2014; Hungwe 
2013a) This becomes relevant in the case of undocumented Zimbabwean women in 
South Africa especially in relation to accessing accommodation, employment, security, 
capital and food. The informal nature of social networks makes it easy for 
undocumented migrants to rely on them, considering that there are no legal procedures 
that are required to participate. This is especially important for undocumented migrants 
to protect their identities and stay below the radar in the host country.   
2.7.2 The Sustainable Livelihood Framework 
Sustainable Livelihoods Framework (SLF) views the world from the point of view of 
individuals, households and social groups fighting for survival in uncertain 
circumstances with minimal assets. The theory of sustainable livelihoods was 
pioneered by Chambers and Conway in the 1990s. It was later popularized by the 
United Kingdom’s Department for International Development or DFID in 1999. This 
theory allows one to understand how people function. According to Chambers and 
Conway (1992: 1), a livelihood comprises the capabilities, assets, and activities 




or improve its capacity and assets, it is sustainable. This condition holds for both 
current and future circumstances without losing their natural resources (DFID, 2000). 
Livelihood, in a broader sense, involves the process of consolidation of strategies that 
should be adopted for people to survive. This means a series of survival tactics at a 
given point is adopted to cope and survive. Assets, access and vulnerability contexts 
all impact on these survival strategies.  
The framework describes stakeholders as working within a vulnerability context in 
which they have access to certain assets or resources. These resources (assets) 
derive their value and importance from the societal, governmental and regulatory 
(policy, structures and processes) environment prevailing. This background 
determines the livelihood strategies available to the people in search of their self-
defined beneficial livelihood outcomes (DFID 2002). 
To further understand the framework, it is vital to consider the individual elements of 
the framework described by the DFID (2002): 
The vulnerability context is simply the assortment of issues in the environment that 
makes people vulnerable. Vulnerability is the insecurity of the wellbeing of individuals 
or communities in the face of changing environments. The theory argues that people 
require a myriad of assets in order to achieve positive livelihood outcomes. SLF 
proposes five essential assets required to build livelihoods: human capital, social 
capital, natural capital, physical capital and financial capital. The above-mentioned 
assets can be accessed within the confines of existing policies, institutions and 
processes. The decisions, actions, and interactions all amount to a specific output be 
it positive or negative. These can be, for instance; improved livelihoods/wellbeing, 
improved income opportunities, better use of available resources, to name a few. In 
understanding the lives of undocumented migrants, one needs to consider the 
conditions in which they find themselves, what assets are at their disposal and what 
are the limiting factors that exist. 
Several scholars consider migration to be one of the pragmatic strategies that 
migrants, their families and even societies undertake to improve their livelihoods 
(Siddiqui 2003; De Haas 2010). Similarly, one of the primary characterizations of 
human livelihoods relates to the activities they do to make a living, without which they 





This chapter provided perspective on the prevalence of undocumented migration in 
South Africa as well as the experiences of migrants. Critical analysis of the literature 
and theory is the basis for exploring the gaps that exist in the body of knowledge, and 
that the current study intends to fill. Scholarly views, empirical evidence and studies 
were explored as they relate to the study to show the relevance of the research.  
Dominant research focuses on the general livelihoods of undocumented Zimbabwean 
migrants, challenges they face and their coping strategies. There is a lack of research 
into the experiences of undocumented Zimbabwean women migrants. This study 






Field Journey: Rationalisation of Methodological Approach 
 
3.1 Introduction 
The aim of this research was to understand the experiences and livelihood strategies 
of undocumented Zimbabwean women migrants who reside in Johannesburg, South 
Africa. The preceding chapter reviewed literature pertaining to undocumented 
migrants. This qualitative study was conducted during COVID-19 pandemic in 
Johannesburg over a three-month period, beginning on June 8th, 2020, eight days 
after the countrywide lock down alert level was reduced to level 3, indicating a 
moderate Covid-19 spread with a moderate health system readiness. This chapter 
presents and defends the methodologies and philosophical position that the researcher 
followed in the study given the period it was conducted.  
The chapter contains the research philosophy, research approach and design, as well 
as research methods that were employed throughout the study. It proceeds to explain 
the sample size and methods used to select study participants. In addition to this, the 
collection and the analysis of data with the ethical considerations guiding the study 
were specified in detail. Lastly, an overview of the maintenance of data trustworthiness 
of the research and the limitations of the research is discussed. 
 
3.2 Research Approach and Design 
This study’s enquiry was two-fold: it sought to understand the experiences of 
undocumented Zimbabwean migrant women in their journey to the host country, South 
Africa, by looking at their choices and decisions and thereafter, examining the impact 
of those decisions in their lives. The second objective of the study was interrogating 
the livelihood strategies the undocumented migrant women adopt to survive in the host 
country, South Africa.  
Undocumented migration is clandestine in nature. As a result, it is difficult to track the 
number of undocumented migrants living in South Africa and the overall experiences 
of undocumented migrants as they try as much as possible to evade detection and live 




lived experiences conducted specifically on undocumented women migrants living in 
the densely populated metro city of Johannesburg. Consequently, an exploratory 
approach was deemed most fitting for this study, aiming to obtain the most valuable 
insights. 
To effectively meet the set objectives, an exploratory study using a qualitative 
approach was adopted. This was based on the researcher’s need to obtain insights 
from the perspectives of Zimbabwean undocumented women migrants to South Africa. 
It was assumed by the researcher that using qualitative research, the researcher can 
gain a deeper understanding of the undocumented migrant’s setting and how they 
perceive and experience their world. The qualitative approach was suitable because it 
is holistic and provide insights into the lives, behaviours and the subjective experiences 
of the undocumented women migrants in a more in-depth and nuanced way (Creswell 
1998). 
Krauss (2005) states that people derive meaning from their lived experiences and 
attach this meaning to their daily lives. Various meanings given to experiences and 
realities have a profound effect on one’s interpretation of their social reality (Krauss 
2005). The qualitative research approach would enable the researcher to choose from 
among multiple ways to observe and understand the meanings and interpretations 
undocumented women migrants have attached to their lived experiences. 
As such, the qualitative approach was a window to the worldview into the 
undocumented women migrants’ lives which could not be quantified.  A descriptive 
research aids in the understanding of things using open-ended questions for example: 
"Do you prefer paper over plastic?" (Bryman 2012). Bryman (2012) adds that the use 
of participants’ own language enables the researchers to gain a genuine understanding 
of the worldview from their participants, all of which is in line with what the researcher 
had set out to achieve in this research. In addition to this, qualitative research has been 
said to have an empowering effect on participants, magnifying their voices over the 
researcher’s voice (Babbie & Mouton 2007). 
For understanding and interpreting participants’ experiences, the study employed 
hermeneutics’ phenomenology strategy. This strategy involves analysing perception 
from the individual’s viewpoint (Smith 2015). In this way, phenomenology promotes 




experiences (Willig 2013; Smith 2015). This highlights the important role that 
phenomenology plays in helping us understand people’s actions and their motivations 
for those actions and importantly, that their experience of the world is full of meaning. 
3.3 Research Philosophy 
Human beings may exist in the same environment but perceive it differently. It is for 
this reason that social researchers employ paradigms as a lens to view the world 
around us. A paradigm is a way of thinking or reasoning about the realities or truths 
about the social world (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 2016; De Vos, Strydom, Fouche, 
& Delport 2017). According to Willig (2013), researchers need to describe their general 
epistemology to determine what meanings emerge from the conclusions of their 
research.  
In respect of the above points, this study is thus underpinned by an interpretive 
epistemology and ontology, which state that knowledge of reality is subjective and 
socially constructed (Nieuwenhuis 2016). This means that social reality is defined by 
multiplicity, because different people view events differently, therefore, producing 
several viewpoints of the same event (Nieuwenhuis 2016). It is a view of Interpretivists 
that multiple realities exist in the context in which the people interact. Therefore, the 
lived experiences and perceptions are sufficiently understood by the individuals 
involved (Hennink, Hutter & Bailey 2011: 15). This suggests that reality is not 
something which can be understood independently of its participants, meaning that 
one cannot argue against the existence of something external to the person who is 
experiencing reality and as such the researcher wished to understand the 
undocumented migrant’s life through their own narrative (McMillan & Schumacher 
2014). 
An Interpretivist paradigm was adopted based on the researcher’s need to understand 
the overall meanings attached by undocumented Zimbabwean women migrants to 
their experiences and livelihoods (Neuman 2000). This is because the meaning of 
phenomena for interpretivists is variable, relying on social, cultural and historical 
contexts (McMillan & Schumacher 2014). Therefore, according to this research 
paradigm, any effort to understand and extract meaning to undocumented migrant’s 
life requires that one must actively inquire the meanings and motives from the migrants 




the best practice in answering the objectives of the study was through engaging with 
the women themselves and enquiring about their lives through in-depth interviews. 
 
3.4 Research Methods 
There is a unique criterion for conducting qualitative research. There must be a defined 
population, and a sample of participants must be selected where this study will be 
conducted. After that, the data must be collected and later analysed. These 
components are all essential in fulfilling the lifespan of the research process (Leiner 
2014). Through this process, the researcher must make important individual decisions 
on specific procedures and justify the use of those techniques or procedures, while 
ensuring that the techniques are consistent with the research approach that the 
researcher has selected. 
 
3.4.1 Study Population and Sampling 
The research population consists of the group of people from whom the sample is 
drawn to conduct the study (De Vos 2005). The target population is an observable and 
measurable population that contains the characteristics about the participants being 
studied or analysed (De Vos 2005). The population of interest in this study were 
undocumented migrant women who are currently residing in Johannesburg, Gauteng 
Province, South Africa. 
 
3.4.2 Participants’ Recruitment 
A sample is a chosen portion of the population, while a sampling method is a chosen 
way of collecting representative portions of the population (Babbie 2014). This is based 
on the notion that findings from the sample can be generalised to the larger population 
(Smith, Todd & Waldman 2009). Non-probability sampling was the preferred sampling 
method because in completing this research, the researcher was constrained by time, 
resources and money (Denscombe 2014). 
Following this discussion, the sample of this study came from two sampling techniques, 




(Babbie 2014) as a form of non-probability sampling in which participants are selected 
based on researchers' assessment of which participants would be most useful 
representatives. It involves the deliberate inclusion of participants with the requisite 
experience and/or knowledge the study seeks (Neuman 2000). 
Given the precise characteristics of the participants, the researcher had initially set out 
to select the participants purposely, however, as soon as the researcher started 
speaking to some of the participants, the researcher started to receive referrals to other 
participants (who met the criteria) that they knew and would welcome an invitation to 
partake in the study. This inadvertently gave rise to the snowballing sampling 
technique. Before the researcher knew, she had effectively acquired her participants 
reliant on both modalities of sampling. Nevertheless, the participants still had to meet 
a specific criterion in order to be considered. 
Participants were selected for this study based on the following criteria:  
Participants of the research study had to be women who were of Zimbabwean 
nationality, with personal experience of undocumented migration to South Africa; 
participants had to have been in the host country for at least one year to ensure they 
had an adequate experience of their host country and lastly, had to be fluent in English 
since the interviews would be carried out in English.  
Both the purposive and snowball sampling complement the qualitative approach’s non-
representative and non-generalist nature, as stated by Wilson and MacLean (2011), 
that qualitative research does not involve the guarantee of representativeness. The 
implementation of these strategies is discussed in the access to the population section 
that follows. 
 
3.4.3 Access to the Population 
In this study, the target population comprised undocumented Zimbabwean women 
migrants who reside in Johannesburg. The undocumented status is often associated 
with unique experiences which are different from those of documented migrants and 
mainstream citizens. As described in chapter 2, those individuals who are in the 
country without requisite documentation are in breach of the law, and therefore, their 




As such, Machinya (2019) characterised the lives of undocumented migrants as being 
in perpetual fear of being deported. This suggests that they are careful when 
conducting their lives so that they remain concealed from state officials and minimise 
the risk of being sent back to the country they ran from. This said, the researcher took 
into consideration the accessibility challenges she might encounter when trying to 
locate the population sample for the study (Gliner, Morgan & Leech 2009: 15). The 
starting point for the researcher was contacting those acquaintances that were initially 
from Zimbabwe to refer to people that they knew who met the profile while cognisant 
of the nationwide lockdown restrictions.  
Since the country had been adjusted to lockdown level 3 indicating moderate infection 
rate, job seekers had resumed their activities and movements were allowed with 
conditions that protocols to minimise spread such as social distancing and wearing of 
masks are observed. It is then that the researcher pursued a strategy of approaching 
job seekers who market themselves at a shopping centre as this was the beginning of 
her fieldwork journey. This latter strategy was very tricky as the researcher did not 
know certainly the nationalities of all the job seekers and would, therefore, need to take 
a chance to ask a few individuals before finding the one who meets this profile. The 
researcher was also not sure if the participants would be keen to engage because of 
the possible spread of COVID-19, many people avoided conversations as a way of 
protecting themselves. This presented challenges such as risking scaring the 
participants away by questioning their immigration status as they prefer not to discuss 
their status for their protection.  
The researcher resolved this by not approaching a group but approaching those 
individuals who were standing alone who would welcome a private conversation and 
decide without the influence of others. The researcher was wearing a face cloth mask 
covering her mouth and nose when she approached the job seekers individually and 
met a willing participant. Two of the approached individuals refused to take part when 
the researcher advised that they would not get monetary compensation, and they 





3.4.4 The Sample 
The above section details the processes undertaken when recruiting the participants 
for this study; this section will present the details of the actual sample for this study. 
The study’s research sample consisted of twelve adult women who met the inclusion 
criteria stipulated above. The sample was made up of twelve migrant women who 
migrated to South Africa and are in some way in breach of the conditions stipulated by 
the Immigration Act of 2002. The women were aware of this breach and warranted 
being labelled undocumented as they have chosen to remain in the country. All 
participants indicated they had adequate comprehension of the English language and 
agreed to be interviewed in English. The ages for the participants ranged from 21 years 
to 38 years, as noted in Table 1 on the next page. Additionally, all the participants in 
the study had lived in Johannesburg for at least one year and thus had stable views 
on the experience of their host country. The table below summarises the biographical 
data of the actual sample that was selected including pseudonyms, gender, age, 
Language, marital status, education level, number of years in South Africa, number of 


















Lucy Female 38 Ndebele Married Degree 11 2 Self-employed 
Cindy Female 38 Ndebele Unmarried A-level 13 4 Domestic work/ 
Waitressing 
Nandi  Female 35 Ndebele Unmarried College Diploma 9 0 Call Centre agent 
Tendai Female 36 Shona Unmarried College Diploma  0 Admin 
Ayanda Female 31 Ndebele Married O-level 11 0 Unemployed 
Bongiwe Female 28 Ndebele Unmarried O-level 6 0 Waitressing  
Happiness Female 28 Ndebele Unmarried O-level  1 Domestic work 
Anika Female 27 Ndebele Unmarried O-level 5 1 Domestic work 
Chipo Female 21 Shona Married O-level 3 1 Domestic 
work/hairdressing 
Shamiso Female 23 Shona Married O-level  1 Domestic work 
Blessing  Female 28 Shona Unmarried O-level 9 1 Hairdressing/Domestic 
work/Sex work 
Mercy Female 25 Shona Married O-level 3 1 Domestic work 
 





3.4.5 Study Demarcation 
 
Image 3.1 
Source: Google Maps, 2020 
The research was demarcated in the Johannesburg metro city situated in the Gauteng 
province of South Africa. South Africa is Africa's wealthiest country, with Johannesburg 
being the wealthiest city in South Africa. The seemingly attractive economy of the 
country acts as a lure for domestic and international migrants because of real and 
perceived opportunities to enhance their livelihoods (Myroniuk & Vearey 2014; Chereni 
2014).  
According to the IOM, Johannesburg has a very high proportion of migrants from the 
southern part of the African continent and that they live particularly densely in 
Johannesburg, with Zimbabwe being the leading contributor of the migrants, 
contributing half of the migrants’ population in Gauteng (Simone 2004), followed by 
Mozambique and Malawi. Johannesburg also famously known as the City of Gold is a 
home away from home to migrants who face deportation and mobilisation threats; 
circular migrants seeking enhanced livelihoods; and other cross-border migrants facing 
various challenges. 
This study is interested in the experiences and livelihoods of undocumented 




research in a migrant-dense area such as described above. Statistics indicate that 
migrations in Gauteng usually take place in Johannesburg city mainly due to the 
economic activities that take place there. 
3.4.6 Data Collection Methods 
The data collection method used in this study sought to obtain primary data through 
in-depth interviews with undocumented Zimbabwean women migrants currently 
residing in Johannesburg, South Africa, premised on the above-noted sample of 
participants. 
To gather data that would sufficiently answer the research questions, in-depth one-on-
one interviews were conducted with each participant to allow them to narrate/detail 
their experiences that would yield to “rich and thick” data as much as possible. It is 
beneficial for one-on-one interviews to allow the participant the opportunity to uncover 
their own best thinking and not have to worry about being judged by their peers 
(Legard, Keegan & Ward 2003; Palmerino 2006). Palmerino adds that one-on-ones 
are particularly ideal whenever discussing topics that one might feel uncomfortable 
about discussing in the presence of others and the researcher found that this may be 
the case with undocumented migrants given the sensitivity of the topic. 
 
3.4.6.1 Preparation Phase 
In preparation for interviews, the researcher decided that semi-structured interviews 
would be best suited for collecting data for this study because they allow the use of 
open-ended questions. The open-ended questions give the researcher freedom to 
probe the participants more deeply about their views of being undocumented migrants 
(Babbie & Mouton 2013; Wilson & MacLean 2011). Thereafter, an interview guide was 
prepared (refer to Appendix D to peruse the interview guide used for this research). 
The same interview guide was used in the interview sessions, which helped to assure 
consistency in the responses. A point worth noting is that in the early interviews, the 
interviewer felt that some of the first questions asked needed to be moved around to 
ensure that the conversation flowed. This was achieved by grouping questions with the 




Background questions were placed at the beginning of the interview guide so that the 
researcher could have a more holistic understanding of the participant's life context 
before talking about the topic-specific questions. This approach proved to be beneficial 
as it allowed the participants to have light-hearted conversations with the researcher, 
thereby facilitating a relaxed and open atmosphere. The researcher noticed that 
participants became more relaxed and at ease after this.  
The interview guide then followed with the grand questions that were grouped 
according to themes that were derived from the research objectives. The reason for 
this was to explore the experiences of the participants that could be narrated in the 
form of a life story focusing on their lives before arrival in the host country with follow 
up questions leading to their experiences in the host country. 
The step that followed in preparing for the interviews was contacting the participants 
and setting up the interview appointments and performing introductions. Each 
participant was contacted telephonically to find out their availability to conduct the 
interview, introduce the researcher and the research topic and explain the study’s 
objectives briefly. The researcher used this time to discuss issues of confidentiality with 
the participants. A total of twenty participants were contacted and invited to partake in 
the study. Of the twenty participants, five participants declined the invitation. Whereas 
some gave their reasons that they were uncomfortable to talk to a stranger on the 
phone, others agreed to conduct the interview only to withdraw on the day of the 
interview by either not answering the phone or responding that they were busy. 
Once the appointments were confirmed, the researcher forwarded the consent letters 
to participants that showed interest and requested for the informed consent letter to be 
signed and returned on the day of the interview. Administrative challenges regarding 
the signing of the consent letter were addressed where it was agreed that participants 
could sign on a piece of paper and send an image of the signature to the researcher 
that will be then electronically attached to the consent forms (this was due to the Covid-
19 lockdown restrictions where it was prohibited for people to meet for whatever 
reason). The researcher had to allow this to obtain signatures from the participants as 
they all indicated they did not have access to printers. 
In addition, the preparation process also required that the researcher had to prepare 




interview guide. This preparation was of paramount importance in the facilitation of the 
interviews. Lack of preparations would harm the interviews with disruptions and even 
result in the researcher’s attention being drawn away from the data due to organising 
issues. Thus, the researcher had to ensure that the devices were in good working order 
and were sufficiently charged before time to limit any disruptions during the interviews 
and to be fully present and focused on the interview. 
 
3.4.6.2 Data Collection Phase 
The semi-structured interviewing technique was adopted for this study as defined and 
justified above. By using semi-structured interviews, the researcher guided the 
conversation to keep it directed to the topic whilst inviting the participants to freely 
discuss the elements of the study according to their lived experience (Willig 2013).  
Open-ended questions were asked to enable free exploration and discussion of the 
phenomenon under study, as well as allowing for further probing where necessary. 
Babbie (2014) notes that open-ended questions might provide researchers with more 
truthful information and a valuable perspective as participants could find open-ended 
questions less intimidating than closed questions. In line with this view, it was 
considered appropriate to use open-ended questions to gain insight into the true 
feelings and experiences of undocumented migrants’ lives. 
As this study was conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic and to protect people and 
reduce infections, the national government introduced lockdown restrictions that 
discouraged physical meetings and interacting with other individuals and thus a virtual 
modality of conducting interviews was adopted. Participants preferred telephonic 
interviews, and therefore most interviews were administered this way, except for 1 
interview, the first interview which was conducted in person, then the researcher 
defaulted to virtual interviews. This modality of conducting interviews presented 
opportunities such as meeting virtually with participants at a convenient time for the 
participants and in the comfort of their homes and ultimately made them comfortable 
to share their experiences without any fear and inhibitions that can occur during face-




Many of the participants expressed that they were comfortable speaking with a 
stranger on the phone when asked about their experience at the end of the interviews. 
This modality, however, was not problem-free. Some participants expressed concern 
when the researcher asked to record the sessions. Participants needed reassurance 
that their information will be treated with utmost confidentiality as some explained to 
the researcher that they are worried about their voice recording going viral on social 
media platforms. All of the participants at the interviews were comfortable with the 
interviews being carried out in English except for one participant who requested to 
switch between English and isiNdebele as she was not as comfortable to express 
herself in English. 
The researcher also had a mobile device that she used to record the interviews on 
which she received consent from the participants. This permitted for ease of reference 
and made the transcription process easier to prepare the data for the next process 
step (data analysis) (Yin 2012). Using voice recording as a data collection tool, the 
researcher was able to be present fully and focused on the interview and the interview 
process without worrying about shifting her focus between the interview and note-
taking.  
Although participation in the study was voluntary and recording the interviews was 
useful, to a certain degree, the recordings may have made some of the participants 
slightly conservative as the researcher noticed that they were not as spontaneous in 
their communication as before they were made aware that the sessions are recorded. 
The researcher strived to address this by reiterating confidentiality assurance and 
letting participants know that they can request for the interviews not to be recorded if 
it made them uncomfortable. One participant asked to be not recorded.  
Further to this, the researcher began all interview sessions with an explanation of the 
data collection methods and techniques and including this in the consent form and 
reiterating the purpose and objectives of the study (see Appendix B and C). 
 
3.5 Data Analysis 
Data analysis deals with examining the data and ultimately translating it into usable 




drawing of patterns, relationships, and some other valuable information, the data that 
we collect may be meaningless (Saunders & Lewis 2012). Through the use of Thematic 
Analysis, vast data was interpreted and made more comprehensible so that it can be 
integrated into a set of themes that answer the study's objectives. The interview 
recordings were transcribed verbatim from voice to a word document using a manual 
method and later producing a written version of the data in the form of transcripts. 
Manually transcribing the data presented the researcher with an excellent opportunity 
to engage with the data and be familiar with the data even before commencing 
analysis. It also enabled the researcher to consider some of the emerging themes. It 
also presented an opportunity to reflect on the interviews recognising missed 
opportunities for further probing specific topics during the interview. 
The study employed a blend of methods and techniques to inform the analysis process. 
For example, it borrowed from the principles of interpretative phenomenological 
analysis (IPA) as well as thematic analyses (TA) theorized by Clarke, Braun and 
Hayfield (2015) as it was deemed suitable for the purpose of this study. The IPA was 
aimed at helping in making sense of people's experiences and to elucidate their 
subjective and personalised insights (Smith & Osborn 2003). In using this method, 
Smith and Osborn (2003) also acknowledge that the researcher is an indispensable 
instrument in the interpretation process, and their perspective will permeate the 
analysis process. Even so, the research participant's narratives are the most important. 
Researchers must try as best they can to understand the subject in as much detail as 
possible, without falling out of the participants' shoes. 
Both the IPA and TA share many similarities and hence were used interchangeably. 
To begin the analysis process, both methods advise the researcher to be familiar with 
the data. So, in essence, the researcher began the process during the transcription 
process by listening to the interviews after conducting them.  
For each transcription, the researcher read the transcript several times in order to gain 
familiarity with the story before themes were identified (Willig 2013; Clarke, Braun & 
Hayfield 2015). Saunders et al (2016) concurred with this view by pointing out that 
qualitative data requires close examination and text synthesis, identifying similar or 




This process was followed by coding the text using the manual process of highlighting 
similar ideas with the same colour on a word document from each of the participants 
and highlighting some of the contrasting ideas. Coding is a systematic method by which 
the researcher must identify specific data characteristics and mark them (Willig & 
Stainton-Rogers 2017). Themes were later formulated through grouping related codes 
together and making connections as they emerged from the data (Willig & Stainton-
Rogers 2017). After this, the researcher reviewed the themes, connecting them to the 
research questions and objectives. Further links were made, prompting the formulation 
of superordinate and subordinate themes (Smith & Osborn 2003). 
Thematic analysis is essentially an interactive, organised and systematic process in 
which the researcher becomes familiar with the data, produces codes, formulates 
themes, reviews themes and finally writes a finding’s report. This report integrates all 
the collected data, research methods and literature after which the researcher 
concludes the study and makes recommendations for further studies (Braun & Clarke 
2006). After the researcher interpreted the data, a sample of the participants was 
selected to confirm if they agree with the researcher's interpretations. 
3.6 Data Trustworthiness 
In qualitative research, the trustworthiness of data is fundamental. Trustworthiness 
requires the question of how one can believe a researcher has presented an accurate 
and honest representation of the phenomenon under investigation. 
3.6.1 Dependability 
The essence of dependability was to ensure that the findings are believable and 
dependable. Dependability refers to a scenario in which the same findings can be 
found if other researchers carry out the same study following similar methodological 
procedures and methods (Denscombe 2014). For the purposes of the dependability of 
the data for this study, the researcher kept a trail of record that will allow for an audit 
of the research methods that were adopted.  
The researcher also kept records of the collected data (recordings as well as the 
transcripts) to enable transparency, such that if another researcher wishes to follow up 
on the process steps from data collection up until the process where the data was 




These records will be kept on a password-protected cloud folder for a period of 5 years 
and thereafter will be destroyed. 
3.6.2 Credibility 
In order to guarantee credibility, which entails ensuring the accuracy of the information 
in the research report (Christensen, Johnson & Turner 2015), the researcher practised 
reflection throughout the interviews where the information received was confirmed by 
relating it back to the participants for them to confirm the researcher’s understanding 
of what they have said. Follow-up discussions with 5 of the participants were held 
telephonically to confirm that the participants were comfortable and agreed with the 
data gathered during data collection.  
The researcher wished to have this follow up discussion with all participants; however, 
it proved to be difficult to secure another meeting for data verification due to time 
constraints. By having follow-ups to check that the interpretation of the data by the 
researcher is consistent with the data provided by the participants and received a go-
ahead from the participants was a way to prove that the findings for this research report 
are credible (Christensen, Johnson & Turner 2015). 
 
3.6.3 Confirmability 
The concept of confirmability is the qualitative researcher’s comparable concern to 
objectivity. Confirmability thus looks at the degree to which narrative meanings and 
interpretations can be confirmed. This determines the confirmability of the findings 
(Creswell, Plano & Clark 2011). Confirmability is aimed at ensuring that data truly 
reflects the insights of participants; in other words, the results reflect the perspectives 
of participants, rather than the researcher. A detailed methodological overview of the 
research was presented to answer questions of confirmability, enabling verification of 
the research results by any interested researcher. 
 
3.6.4 Transferability 
Transferability is the degree to which the obtained results can be reproduced or 




Schumacher 2014). In order to address this concern, the researcher strove to keep 
adequate descriptions of the context, such as the size of the sample, the methods of 
data collection used, as well as the limitations of the study that could assist in the 
transfer of findings and allow comparisons to be made. 
 
3.7 Reflexivity 
The awareness of self throughout the research cannot be overemphasised. The 
researcher is a crucial part of the research and therefore might exert influence on the 
research data, albeit inadvertently. It thus becomes key that the researcher engages 
in self-criticism to become aware of her biases and influence on the research process 
(Alvesson & Skoldberg 2000). To mitigate this, the researcher was reflective 
throughout her fieldwork, documenting hers and the participants’ views and experience 
of the interviews separately. Documenting it all meant that she would keep a record of, 
and not lose any information. However, importantly this was a strategy to create a 
distance her views and experiences from those of her participants. 
Undocumented migrants are an extremely vulnerable group and being interviewed by 
a young, educated South African researcher presented insider-outsider challenges 
(Berger 2013). Being an outsider, the researcher's most significant anxiety at the start 
of her fieldwork was the reluctance of participants to engage someone they had never 
met before on the phone about a sensitive issue close to their hearts and given her 
profile she could not fully comprehend what it is like to be undocumented. The 
participants’ immigration status is their identity, their lives.  
Indeed, the researchers' fears were valid; some of the first few participants that she 
approached blatantly refused to partake in the study for the reasons mentioned above. 
The researcher then had to use her acquaintances, who negotiated on her behalf to 
be trusted. There were also challenges encountered during the interviewing phase. In 
view of the participants’ legal status and the sensitivity around the matter, there was a 
fair amount of discomfort when responding to certain questions during the interviews, 
some participants opted to not even answer certain questions, most notably were 
questions about xenophobic experiences. Confidentiality concerns were posed 
especially as to who will have access to the information. Reassurance of their privacy 




acknowledges that it was not always easy to suppress her own thoughts and feelings. 
In certain instances, her views and beliefs were challenged but the researcher 
endeavoured to remain to remain objective and neutral throughout the interviews, 
albeit difficult. The researcher often sympathised with the women as some of their 
experiences are heart-breaking. Reflecting on personally held beliefs as separate from 
the data findings helped to maintain a position of neutrality.  
 
3.8 Ethical Consideration 
Ethics form a major part of the researcher’s world, even more so when there are 
vulnerable human subjects involved, such as undocumented women migrants. In this 
study, a range of ethical principles has been enforced to ensure that the rights, 
interests, as well as sensitivities of research participants, are safeguarded. As outlined 
in Willig (2013), this study embraces the principle of protecting all research participants 
from all forms of harm. Further to this, the study respected rights to voluntary 
participation, privacy, confidentiality and anonymity. 
 
3.8.1 Study Permission 
Prior to the commencement of this research project, the researcher sought permission 
to conduct the study from the University of Johannesburg’s Faculty of Humanities 
Research Ethics Committee to undertake the study. Ethical clearance was obtained 
with the clearance number REC-01-012-2020. This clearance certificate is found in 
Appendix A. 
 
3.8.2 Avoidance of Harm 
Researchers are responsible for ensuring that their research does not harm 
participants. This study considered participant protection a priority. This was done by 
observing research ethics and ensuring that participants are comfortable in giving and 
sharing sensitive information with the researcher. The researcher also ensured that 




maintaining respect and a non-judgemental attitude towards the participants and the 
stories they shared. 
 
3.8.3 Informed Consent and Voluntary Participation 
Participants were provided with a written consent form explaining the purpose of the 
study (see Appendix B). The information presented on the informed consent form 
clearly indicated that participants could refuse to participate in the study, and that 
withdrawals from the study could be made without prejudice (see Appendix C). In this 
way, all study participants were adequately in the know of their non-obligation, their 
involvement was totally voluntary and not pressured or compelled. The researcher also 
requested permission and required explicit consent from participants to record the 
interviews so that recordings could be revisited during transcription and analysis 
stages. Those participants who were uncomfortable with being recorded had their 
wishes respected. 
 
3.8.4 Confidentiality and Anonymity 
Anonymity and Confidentiality were of great importance in this study. The research 
participants of this study shared their experiences based on trust and confidentiality 
that the researcher upheld. Although the study’s participants had given their consent 
to share their stories, the researcher maintained the principles of confidentiality before, 
during and after the data collection process with the guarantee that the personal 
information of the participants would not be disclosed to anyone. The researcher was 
careful to conceal any personal information that could somehow be linked to the 
participant and held it in confidence away from the public’s eye. 
Privacy and security of participants is an essential aspect in research to give the 
participants a straightforward platform to narrate about their experiences in honesty 
and without fear for their dignity. The researcher used pseudonyms to identify the 
participants with their responses to ensure that the personal details of the participants 
cannot be traceable. In view of the participants’ legal status and the sensitivity around 
the subject matter, there was – understandably – a fair amount of trepidation to 




that their privacy would certainly be guarded, and she had to provide every assurance 
that their personal information would not be used or shared and that their identity would 
remain private. 
Confidentiality was also upheld on the storage of participants’ responses which were 
kept in a password protected google drive. The values of confidentiality will continue 
to be upheld where the data is to remain private and secure for five years after 
publication of the findings.  After this said period, the data shall be deleted. 
 
3.9 Conclusion 
This chapter clarified and justified her philosophical stance. The researcher also 
defended the decisions made when choosing the methodologies that were utilised in 
this study. The methods used to recruit participants were purposive and snowballing 
due to challenges in the field selection. Extensive, semi-structured interviews primarily 
supported the research to understand the experiences and livelihood strategies of 
Zimbabwean migrant women living in the city of Johannesburg. Thematic analysis was 
used to process the collected data in order to create meaningful themes that will be 
used to answer research questions in the subsequent chapter. Lastly, data 
trustworthiness and ethical considerations that formed a foundation of this study were 







Chapter 4: Through Undocumented  




As previously discussed, the purpose of this research is to unpack the experiences of 
Zimbabwean women migrants residing in Johannesburg within the context of 
understanding the various ways they survive and sustain their livelihoods. This chapter 
unpacks the findings according to the research questions noting the common themes 
that emerged from the twelve qualitative interviews. As discussed in the methodology 
chapter, themes and sub-themes are presented per research objective. Interpretation 
is given based on the responses of the participant in responding to the research 
questions. Direct words of the participants are presented are quoted, followed by the 
researcher’s interpretation. 
The study finds that the undocumented Zimbabwean women migrants left due to the 
economic decline resulting from the political instability in Zimbabwe, migrating to South 
Africa in need of better economic opportunities. The study notes the modalities of entry 
into the country which includes legal and illegal points of entry and the avenues 
explored by the women to regularize their stay in the country. The study also finds that 
even though the migrants’ groups are diverse, key challenges experienced by women 
migrants are closely linked and are heightened by their status. The undocumented 
Zimbabwean women migrants experience similar legal, social and economic exclusion, 
exploitation in the urban labour market and security threats. The study finds that the 
undocumented Zimbabwean women use similar survival strategies including engaging 
in informal work, diversifying income streams, learning local languages, cohabiting and 
using social capital and networks to adapt and survive their harsh environment. Giving 
a balanced consideration to the gains and losses, the study also found that migration 
has somewhat enabled to migrants to survive, however their survival strategies in the 
long term are unsustainable. South African immigration laws and policies do not go far 
enough to prioritise assisting vulnerable women migrants in an affirmative manner. The 
above strategies can be a good starting point by the State and NGOs in devising 




4.2 Migration Decision: “A Time for Rediscovery” 
To provide context and background, the study’s participants were asked why they left 
Zimbabwe and chose to migrate to South Africa. This was deemed essential to create 
a background to the discussions that will follow regarding the perceived experiences 
of the migration.  
Participants cited the extremely tough economic conditions in Zimbabwe as the chief 
reason for moving to South Africa. They highlighted poverty, unemployment, and 
corruption resulting from a declining economy. The declining economy caused by 
corruption resulted in a erosion of job opportunities, hyperinflation and overpricing of 
goods, and lack opportunities to pursue education.  
Compared to Zimbabwe's enduring economic hardships, South Africa appeared to be 
prospering economically, providing a strong impetus for migration decisions to be 
made. Moreover, the participants wanted a chance to rediscover themselves in what 
was seen as a country full of potential job opportunities (Crush & Tevera 2010). 
Some infrequent but equally important reasons for migration cited by some of the 
participants included seeking medical help in a country known to have advanced 
medical equipment, which is not readily available in Zimbabwe. Also wanting to explore 
attractions in South Africa in conjunction with seeking employment opportunities, family 
reunification and the desire for freedom of speech and movement which was not 
available in Zimbabwe.  
All these reasons are somehow interlinked and interrelated as one reason can be 
affected by the other, or some reasons give birth to others. For instance, being 
unemployed gives rise to access to money challenges, which in turn results in not being 
able to purchase commodities that are necessary for survival such as mealie meal – 
which was noted by many as scarce – and results in food insecurity; all of which are 
as a result of the economic collapse. 
As indicated by Cindy, who was interviewed: 
…..my struggles began when I finished school because when I finished 
my A-levels I was 18 and uhm I enrolled at university and I was studying 
towards my degree and then you know that’s when we began to realize 
that things were getting very very difficult uhm it was becoming very hard 
for my parents to pay for my tuition, uhm the economy was falling apart 




not retrenched because my mother was a teacher and my father worked 
at the national railways of Zimbabwe, so they still had their jobs, but the 
inflation was eating away at their income. So, I had two younger siblings 
who were in high school and so they became the most important focus 
for my parents because it was important for them to at least finish high 
school (Cindy, 16 June 2020). 
 
Cindy’s experience indicates that the decision to migrate can be summarised by one 
term, “economic challenges” but, it is intricate and may stem from an interplay of 
various reasons that all ultimately can be attributed as the drivers of migration. 
Important to note is the fact that all the participants did not attribute their decision to 
migrate as being primarily influenced by politics or the resultant societal failures as a 
result of politics. The study finds that most migrants would be willing to persevere a 
bad political environment in Zimbabwe if this was not exacerbated by the 
accompanying economic hardship. 
The combination of a perilous economy and a hostile political environment triggered 
Nandi’s decision to leave Zimbabwe. Nandi explicitly mentioned that the politics of the 
country contributed to the downfall of the economy, which suggests that the political 
factors are a more salient push factor for these participants. 
…we all know that the ruling party Zanu-PF was the one responsible for 
driving the economy whether it was going down or it was going to go up, 
so somehow I feel like it was a contributing factor as well….(Nandi, 2 
August 2020). 
 
From the responses, it became clear that coming to South Africa for the women was a 
move to start anew and rediscover themselves and find new opportunities in a country 
that promised better prospects.  
Literature supports that Zimbabwean migrants are predominantly motivated to leave 
their home country as a result of the economic meltdown, political instability and 
violence, which are prevalent in the country (Bloch 2008). These combination of 
reasons for migration are supported by the findings of this research. However, the 





4.3 The Arrival 
Chereni (2014) highlighted that many undocumented migrants use undesignated 
points of entry when entering the border to South African and remain undocumented 
in South Africa. These migrants are not recorded in migration statistics. This presents 
many problems for the host country.  
Consistent with the above, in this study, three entry modalities into South Africa were 
prevalent. Firstly, unauthorised entry from a participant who left Zimbabwe without 
adequate border documentation and entered South Africa using an illegal entry point 
or border jumped through the bush; this is how one participant described entering the 
country: 
they will lift it up the fence for you then you must pass underneath you 
know crawling down entering there. Like you have to go quick so that the 
soldiers do not see you... (Anika, August 2020). 
 
It is clear from Anika’s narration that this is an unsafe way to cross the border because 
they could be caught and be arrested by soldiers. Being a woman walking across the 
bush with strangers exposes her to the risk of being raped or experiencing other 
gruesome crimes. This is one of the entry methods that result in these types of migrants 
not being captured in the official statistics as found by Chereni (2014). 
Secondly, those who arrived in South Africa with the required documentation followed 
all prescribed procedures but stayed past their prescribed visa dates. Chipo is amongst 
the ten participants who used this method. She described it in the following way: 
I used the passport when I came here, I used my passport and then at 
the border post, the driver is the one who used to take the passport to 
home affairs and so forth (Chipo, 8 June 2020). 
 
 
Generally, the ten participants who used the border and passport route described it 
similar to Chipo. It is evident that the taxi and bus drivers try to make the process 
smoother by taking the initiative to get the passports stamped on behalf of their 
passengers, resulting in a seamless process for the migrant women. 





…we joined the queue as if we were going to stamp passports but when 
we arrived at the entrance and it was our turn to go in we went back to 
the end of the queue until those we were with stamped their passports 
and then we just walked (Ayanda, August 2020). 
 
Based on Ayanda’s experience it is clear that you have to be tactical to minimise the 
risk of being caught, this is because it is unusual that a person can cross the border 
this way unless there has been an agreement with the officials on duty to turn a blind 
eye. According to Machinya (2019)’s research, the first two groups of migrants are 
quite common; he referred to the first as unauthorised entry/border jumper and the 
second as the administratively legal migrants who are legal on entry but become illegal 
somewhere down the line.  
Machinya (2019) noted that it is quite common for Zimbabwean nationals to come into 
South Africa as visitors, although they are there to find employment. Participants using 
visitor’s visas to enter South Africa indicated that it was the easiest way to come into 
the country without challenges. Challenges typically commence when the “illegality 
status” starts. Usually, this is when they seek employment on a visitor’s visa or when 
their passports are expired or indicate they are not in the country because 
undocumented migrants sometimes make a trip to the border to stamp their passports 
as if they have left the country to keep them valid.  
 
4.4 From the “Stormy Zimbabwe” to the “Shaky South Africa”: Challenges 
Experienced 
4.4.1 Accessing Documents: A Key Obstacle to Attaining Better Livelihoods 
Documents serve as boundaries and demarcate who can and cannot enter, but also 
restrict who has rights to what (Takabvirwa 2010). The above statement explains why 
migrants would have a desire to obtain relevant documents to obtain entry and be 
awarded rights of a state. Likewise, the participants of this study wanted to be 
documented. Majority of the women indicated that they were troubled by their 
undocumented status and endeavoured to get themselves documented after settling 
in. While there are several ways to get documented, most of the participants felt their 
options were limited. On seeing that it was desirable to have some form of 




the interviews that the avenues that the participants explored in terms of their attempts 
to get documented were trying to apply for the asylum seekers permit, applying for a 
general work permit for some and the ZSP by one applicant who arrived in 2009. Their 
varying experiences and challenges are detailed below:  
The ones that had post-high school education stated that it was extremely important 
for them to find a work permit that would enable them to put their education to good 
use in their job search, they were definitely looking into finding employment in their 
respective fields. On the contrary, the participants who completed and those who did 
not complete high school indicated that a work permit was out of reach for them. They 
were leaning toward applying for the asylum permit or Section 22 permit. The latter 
group also pursued jobs in the informal sectors.  
General Work Permit  
On acquiring the general work permit, two participants who applied for the general work 
permit were that got denied cited reasons including the type of qualification/skills they 
possessed as not required or critical for South Africa. Lucy was a teacher, and Tendai 
held an administration qualification. Their statements below are illustrative: 
... my permit expired and then the system had changed for us to renew 
permits, so when I tried to renew mine there were some new laws that's 
when I found myself not qualifying to get a permit… (Tendai, 27 July 
2020). 
 
Lucy explained that in order to be considered you needed to apply for a critical skills 
permit meaning that the skills that you are bringing are scarce in the country She said:  
... if you don't find yourself under scarce skills then your employer had to 
motivate that you are the best employee and has to give evidence that 
they interviewed other South African candidates and most employers are 
not interested in that… (Lucy, 17 June 2020). 
 
Asylum Permit 
Three of the twelve participants were once granted the asylum permits but have since 
expired. Some of the challenges that were noted in applying for the asylum seekers 
permit included long queues at the Department of Home Affairs. Two participants 




queues and be in front of the queues once the offices open for operation, but even 
those attempts were futile.  
When a migrant was lucky to make it inside, they had to have a convincing claim of the 
persecution they have run from, and the officials would assess the case and make a 
decision of whether or not to grant the migrant asylum. Those with a “weak” claim were 
rejected without being told the reasons for the rejection. Ayanda who made it through 
noted that she was advised by other fellow applicants to fabricate a strong claim and 
she added that if you mentioned that you feared persecution on political grounds, you 
would be granted asylum. This was a better reason than merely telling the truth that 
you left your country of origin because of economic reasons. 
 …I remember I wrote I couldn’t get a job like the situation at home was 
bad and I wasn’t lying then I also claimed political persecution by other 
political parties and of which that part was a lie, I had to use it for me to 
be granted asylum (Ayanda, August 2020). 
 
Ayanda illustrates the value of being legal, her desperation to regularise her status has 
caused her to lie to authorities. It also reveals her desperation to get the documentation 
that would allow her to work in the country while being considered to have refugee 
status in South Africa. This is congruent with the Refugee Act 130 of 1998 (Department 
of Home Affairs 2020) that refugees can have access to an asylum permit whilst 
awaiting their refugee status determination.  
Others noted the home affairs officials treated foreigners harshly making them feel like 
they are not wanted in the country, this was supported by Crush and Tawodzera (2014) 
that some state officials treat immigrants with hostile attitudes in the workplace. The 
participants cited being treated in a degrading and disrespectful manner, that it 
discouraged them from persisting in the quest to get documented. These were 
sentiments from a participant who was given the wrong file at home affairs. This file 
belonged to someone who shared the same names as the participant and when she 
notified the home affairs officials of the error she was chased out and told she is 
wasting their time (the Home Affairs officials) as no one would waste time looking for 
her file alone.  
Ayanda: when I went to renew I was given the wrong file, I’m sure she 
checked with my name and not with the number cause it was a correct 




share the same name and surname with the person so when I explained 
to the officials I was chased out… 
Interviewer: why were you chased out? 
Ayanda: That's how rude they are, we gave you a file and you tell us that 
it's not yours (quoting the home affairs official)...and she told me I am 
wasting her time, I should go out and sort it out with the person who gave 
me the file and when I did they told me to come back another day 
because they are not going to look for a file for one person alone. I was 
so defeated, and I left…. 
  
Another participant mentioned that some home affairs officials are corrupt, they take 
advantage of the migrant’s desperate situation and exploit the applicants by soliciting 
bribes from them and selling to them fake documents. Again, this argument was 
supported by Crush & Tawodzera (2014) that many state officials do not hesitate to 
benefit themselves to the detriment of poor migrants and refugees. 
Chipo voiced her concerns on the fake paper, stating If caught it could put on the wrong 
side of the law. Police would not show any mercy on anyone carrying fake documents. 
All these were some of the challenges faced by the migrants that made getting 
documented an arduous task. 
Some people told me that I can apply for asylum but we are scared 
because there is fake asylum and original asylum and for me I don't know 
how the original looks like and other people they told me that now they 
don’t give asylum so now you're scared that maybe they might scam me 
because you don’t know so that is why we stay without permits (Chipo, 8 
June 2020). 
 
Participants who migrated after 2009 missed out on the opportunity of getting a ZSP 
permit. This permit is no longer offered to newcomers, only those who possess the 
permit can renew the permit. Nandi fell out of the system after failure to renew and thus 
became undocumented:   
..I have seen people getting the ZSP permit which now you cannot get a 
new one, it's only the ones that are being renewed that already had it that 
are being renewed, so if you are a first timer you can consider yourself a 
no… (Nandi, 2 August 2020). 
 
The above narrations indicate the bottlenecks undocumented migrants who attempt to 






4.4.2 Deportation: “The Worst-Case Scenario” 
For all participants, the overarching sentiment that arose from their narratives about 
their encounters with the state officials was fear. The Human Rights Watch (HRW 
2008) documented that police and immigration authorities often breach the procedures 
for arrest, detention and deportation of undocumented migrants. HRW further noted 
that these violations were recorded in many other empirical reports. Landau (2005) 
added that violations are typical rather than anecdotal and systematic. The shared 
sentiment of fear of state officials in this study was, therefore, unsurprising.  
It was revealed by this study that the fear of state officials by participants emanates 
from their abrupt detention and deportation strategies, this argument is echoed by 
Bloch (2010) stating that undocumented migrants are prone to the fear of being 
deported or persecuted as they broke the law and cannot defend themselves in the 
face of law enforcers. In addition, participants acknowledged that they were aware they 
were in violation of the laws of the country in pursuit of their livelihoods by coming in 
illegally and this reinforced their fears as they knew how law enforcers respond to 
illegal migration. 
An interesting finding came from two participants who were of the view that due to their 
undocumented status, they were a vulnerable group and were targeted by police 
officers. However, the police targeted them in particular because they were women. 
This has made them fear authorities more, such that they always have to carry some 
cash with them to be able to pay a bribe and be released. They believe they are an 
easy target and were stopped much more frequently by corrupt police officers hoping 
to solicit bribes. They argued that the police knew that young women always have 
someone somewhere who is always anxious for them not to be deported, Cindy added 
to this view that: 
...Even if you don’t have the bribe money, they know her boyfriend or if 
push comes to shove her brother will come and pay for her release, 
someone would definitely come to her rescue… (Cindy, 16 June 2020). 
  
Lucy echoed Cindy’s sentiments and further alleged that police targeted women to 




Lucy: I will give you an example, let's say you are a group, its men and 
you are women and the policeman stop you and they ask for documents 
and you don't have documents, they always target the woman mostly so 
besides wanting a bribe that they might always want from other people 
they might want to get more from you because you are a woman. 
Interviewer: Why is that? More like what? 
Lucy: more like sexual favours things like that… 
 
It is suggested by the above views that the police know that migrant women are 
desperate to remain in the country and are willing to pay a bribe. Even if the bribe does 
not come directly from them, the police know that the migrant at least someone willing 
to pay for their release, this is consistent with Hlatshwayo’s (2019) research, arguing 
that undocumented women migrants’ coping strategies include bribing law 
enforcement officers. According to the participants, the police know that women are 
desperate to be released as among the many threats is the demand for sexual favours. 
The participants pointed to the use of networks to get money to pay for the bribes.  
While the participants unanimously agreed that their undocumented status made them 
live in the shadows to avoid police officers, Shamiso had an interesting opinion. She 
noted that although she would be often stopped by police during their abrupt raids 
when she was pregnant, the police officers would not bother her even when they 
became aware, she was in the country illegally. This suggests that even though police 
were known to be hard and brutal, they too were capable of being reasonable in certain 
instances such as sympathising with the pregnant Shamiso. The way police are 
portrayed, one would expect that their approach is always rigid and inflexible; however, 
this was a view that contradicts popular beliefs in literature. 
Others stated they feared being detained and deported back to Zimbabwe because 
that means they would have to go through the costly process of travelling to South 
Africa again leaving their properties unattended for an extended period. As illustrated 
by Lucy below: 
… Some of my colleagues would often disappear from work for days and 
upon their return they say they were arrested by police. It has always 
been my fear to be arrested and lose my property that I work very hard 
for and I have to start the process over, how will I even feed my children… 





The findings are consistent with studies by Macheka et al (2015) who found that 
migrants find it difficult to comply with deportation policies because they get pressure 
from their dependents at home who rely on their financial support.  
One participant mentioned that police do not immediately deport you, and they keep 
you in Lindela repatriation centre where you wait. They deport people en masse, and 
that is where the abuses happen. This she said, is what she feared the most. This 
finding was echoed by the SAHRC, cited in Machinya (2019: 93) and Karagueuzian & 
Verdier-Chouchane (2014), who found that without regard for any laws normally 
applicable, some undocumented foreign nationals can be detained without being 
deported for periods longer than authorised at the Lindela Repatriation centre. Landau 
(2010) also noted that the police are not adequately trained to deal with migrants, 
hence their brutal methods. De Genova (2002) added that because undocumented 
migrants are subjected to police brutality, they make attempts to avoid any police 
interaction wherever possible. 
Because of their undocumented status and the police being known for abrupt detention 
and deportation, participants indicated that this breeds an antagonistic relationship with 
state officials, one characterised by fear. This in turn limits their movements and access 
to public services, including police stations. The undocumented Zimbabwean migrant 
women expressed that this fear of the police has led to them being afraid to walk into 
a police station or visit home affairs departments for services, including the application 
for proper documentation, as they might be exposed as undocumented and be 
deported. The following response gives details: 
...if you go there and say you’re looking for asylum they are just going to 
take you back to Zimbabwe and you say you need help some people will 
just take you and hand you over to the police so you can be taken back 
to Zimbabwe... (Chipo, 8 June 2020). 
Cindy expressed that it is a significant risk for them to apply for asylum because they 
fear that Home Affairs officials might just choose to send them back to Zimbabwe 
instead of assisting them with proper documentation. Tendai articulated her reticence 
about going to the police in the following way: 
.... when my phone got stolen, I couldn’t even go to the police to report 
that.... I was scared they will ask me for documents and start asking me 
the questions and discover you don’t have papers (Tendai, 27 July 2020). 
 




It's difficult if you meet with them because some are tough and they don’t 
want explanations. They just say can I see your ID or passport. Maybe 
your passport is expired, even if you try to explain there’s no need for 
that they just put you in that truck (Shamiso, 10 June 2020). 
 
Both Shamiso and Tendai show that the Zimbabwean migrant women’s fear of police 
and fear of exposure hinders them from reporting emergencies to the police, as the 
police are often strict with them due to outstanding or expired documentation. The 
police also treat them in a way that undermines their education based on their 
nationality; making it seem as though they are unable to comprehend simple English. 
If these Zimbabwean migrant women are sent back to Zimbabwe, they will return to 
the poor conditions they had initially run away from.   
The above narrations also suggest that for the women being deported, this is the worst-
case scenario, considering how it impacts on their plans of living normal lives.  
 
4.4.3 Living in Fear 
There are limited research studies that explore the experiences of crime as a challenge 
faced by undocumented migrants in South Africa. However, the women in this study 
were concerned about their experience of crime, noting that as women, they are an 
easy target because of the perception that women are more vulnerable than men. Not 
only this, but media reports regularly highlight how women are often a soft target for 
criminals.  
South Africa's high prevalence of crime is a well-studied reality which impacts 
communities daily (Wilke 2020). Undocumented migrants are not exempt. Some 
participants indicated that they felt unsafe in their communities due to the high crime 
rates and occasional xenophobic attacks in Johannesburg. The most common crimes 
experienced include mugging and theft. However, most of the participants indicated 
that they knew someone who had been trafficked or raped. Another participant referred 
to her community as a ‘scary community’ to express the extent of her experience of 
crime and how she always has to be on her guard. The following responses give more 
detail: 
 … I’m not feeling safe because even if I had to leave right now, if I had 
to go to the shops I have to leave my phone at home cause, I don’t know 




find yourself without a phone to an extent that even groceries they take 
from you.... (Ayanda, 24 July 2020). 
 
Tendai shared the same views: 
… they just stole my phone, like…they took out the knife, then I had to 
give them so that’s the bad thing about SA, that you don’t trust the person 
who’s walking behind you or who's coming in front of you, if it’s a man 
you can’t just trust that person... (Tendai, 27 July 2020). 
 
Ayanda and Tendai share views on their similar experiences of crime in South Africa. 
They both indicate that South African criminals are ruthless. Although Zimbabwean 
migrants are vulnerable and may be a target for criminals, it is important to note that 
Ayanda and Tendai’s experiences are not exclusive to migrants. South Africans also 
experience similar, if not the same treatment from criminals.  
Anika expressed her encounter with thieves when she was en-route to South Africa 
from Zimbabwe using the illegal entry point. 
The participants were particularly wary of gruesome crimes, such as femicide and 
gender-based violence (GBV) that are a scourge in South Africa, and that they could 
be victims of these crimes, that police would not do anything about it because of their 
status. The women pointed to their legal status as making them less important to South 
African police. Buscher (2011) arrived at similar findings in a study of urban refugees 
where women who sell things in of flea markets say it makes them very exposed to 
harassment by strangers and men, with minimal protection from police. The police are 
indifferent to claims of sexually harassed victims, often victimising them further by 
asking them to pay a bribe or engage in sexual activity in exchange for help. 
 
4.4.4 Family Disintegration 
D’emurger, in his 2015 study, argued that one of the ramifications of migration is the 
alteration of family structures and the many challenges that come with this. 
Traditionally, labour migration is regarded as socially advantageous to family members 
left behind through remittances. However, even if seen through this lens, breaking 
families up in this context does have several undesirable implications.  
Participants in this study confirmed this viewpoint, asserting that after they migrated to 




mothers indicated that they often had to leave their young children in Zimbabwe with 
relatives to come and work in Johannesburg. A study by Rossi (2008) on the impact of 
migration on the children left behind found that the migration of a parent often harms 
the child, especially in their school performance. Moreover, some children end up 
having to play parenting roles to their younger siblings, and this can lead them to resent 
their mothers, even though they would have been the beneficiaries of the decision to 
migrate. 
Although some (2) were eventually able to reunite with their children and other 
members of their family as they settled in Johannesburg, others (2) could not afford to 
live with their children and continued to support them from across the border. The 
narratives from the participants show that being separated from their families has 
negatively impacted on the psychological well-being of the women, as they reported 
feelings of loneliness, loss of social networks and a sense of guilt from being absent 
mothers to their children, for those that left their children behind.  This finding concurs 
with the findings by Weine et al in their study amongst Bosnian refugees in the USA 
(in Rugunanan & Smit 2015) that found the split of the family placed enormous strain 
on family members and affected their well-being. 
Some participants acknowledged how costly it was for them to visit home. Campbell 
and Crush (2012) noted in their research that at least 80% of Zimbabwean migrants 
visited home only once a year. One particularly interesting finding emanating from this 
study was that migrants, faced with a choice of sending food to their families or visiting 
them, often preferred to give their families more clothing and food.  
Chipo shared this opinion:  
…you would rather send food for them to survive because there is 
nothing in Zim, than to come empty handed... (Chipo, 9 June 2020).  
 
Zimbabwean women migrants may feel the strain of living far from their families. 
However, they find motivation in knowing that they are providing food for their families 
to survive the tough economic conditions. Chipo’s expression further explains the 
reasons why they are unable to return home as often as they would like to because of 




This study argues that the harsh living conditions facing migrants in their host country 
have made it impossible to offer tangible assistance to newcomers, such as free 
housing and food. More and more family members are hesitant to support their own, 
not because they do not want to, but because they often lack the resources to do so.  
4.4.5 Access to Social Services 
It is impossible to live in a country and not need the social services of that country. 
Therefore, concerns about the access of migrants to services in Johannesburg were 
pertinent to their livelihoods. Given that they are undocumented, participants were 
primarily asked about their access to healthcare and access to education for their 
children and other social services.  
Access to Health Care 
Most participants, when asked about their experiences in accessing healthcare, the 
answer was affirmative. According to the participants, the challenge was not with 
access to health-care per se, but rather the attitude of health-care workers towards 
them. Participants noted xenophobic attitudes of health-care staff, with some being 
told they were straining the system: 
...they shout you, they just say those foreigners you have got so many 
problems they just say ‘those foreigners give us work now we’re working 
from early in the morning till late because of you, you come every day, 
South Africans are not too much, you foreigners are too much (Chipo, 9 
June 2020). 
 
It is evident from what Chipo is saying that, despite being able to access health care, 
there is xenophobia within the South African health-care system. Chipo describes the 
negative experiences she had with health-care professionals; this is congruent with 
Crush & Tawodzera (2011) and Crush & Tawodzera (2014) who argue that 
Zimbabwean migrants experience medical xenophobia. Although migrants are 
assisted medically and not turned back, as argued by Vanyoro (2019), xenophobia is 
still rampant in the treatment of migrants by health-care workers, who prefer treating 
locals over migrants (Crush & Tawodzera 2014). 
...I was having a baby and they asked me to pay R30 000 for them to 






This narrative shows that despite the oath taken by nurses according to the South 
African Nurses’ Council (SANC), stipulating that nurses ought to provide patient-
centred treatment, ensuring they do not discriminate against their patients based on 
their nationality, race or religion (SANC 2020), Cindy’s experience proves that one of 
the ways that nurses are violating the rights of patients is discrimination based on the 
patient’s nationality. This is in breach of the South African constitution and the 
professional code of ethics for health-care workers to provide non-discriminatory 
patient care (Crush & Tawodzera 2014; Wynia, Kishore & Belar 2014).  
Access to Education and Banking 
All participants of this study with children of school-going age noted that their children 
were not able to attend public schools near them. This finding is congruent to that of 
Karagueuzian and Verdier-Chouchane (2014), who pointed out that in certain cases, 
children of undocumented migrants have limited access to education because of their 
undocumented status or their inability to pay school fees, and denied the right to attend 
public school. The pair further contend that exclusion from this fundamental freedom 
is a breach of humanity's essence. The lack of access to education hinders both the 
cognitive and social growth of the child, as well as their prospects of breaking the cycle 
of poverty. Given this background, education was the topic that participants felt most 
strongly about because of the value placed on education. One participant articulated: 
...it’s okay that I am undocumented, but I do not want my children to grow 
up and face the same problems. I want my kids to live normal lives, I 
don't want them to be undocumented and be unable to access the most 
important thing, education (Lucy, 17 June 2020). 
 
The participants noted that their children go to private colleges as they cannot be 
admitted to the public schools in their communities due to a lack of documentation; this 
imposed undue financial burden on parents and could have adverse effects on the 
children's futures.  
Participants also noted that they face challenges in accessing banking services 
because banks do not allow them to open bank accounts without proper 
documentation. Access to banking services is important for the women’s livelihoods, 
to be able to receive salaries and plan for the future. Given South Africa’s high crime 
rates, keeping cash on hand can be very risky for the women. One participant reported 




disclosed that she did not receive her salary because she failed to provide a bank 
account registered in her name. A selection of the participants’ experiences reveals 
the following: 
... you cannot get access to banking services if you’re undocumented 
there’s absolutely no way (Cindy, 16 June 2020). 
..... like when you don’t have papers the most painful part is I had to work 
very hard but I had no papers so I had no bank account so when month 
end came and I had to receive my salary that’s when I just saw like ohhh, 
cause they wanted an account with my name and not with any other 
people’s name. They took my money, they didn’t give me my money 
because I had no bank account...they said whenever you bring your 
account that’s when we will give you your money which is impossible as 
a Illegal immigrant (Tendai, 27 July 2020). 
 
This study found that in order to bank their money, participants indicated that they rent 
out other people’s bank accounts at a fee, as an alternative, because they cannot open 
their own bank accounts. If there is any challenge with the account, additional fees are 
borne by the undocumented migrant for the inconvenience of fixing those issues by 
the account owner. Although the women that use this system note that it works for 
them, the challenge remains that they cannot enjoy other banking services such as 
securing loans to start their businesses, buy durable goods and advance themselves. 
This is described by Atkinson (1998), quoted in Hungwe and Gelderblom (2014) as 
social exclusion in consumption, as indicated by the above narratives.   
Access to Accommodation 
Participants reported that they faced major challenges with securing accommodation. 
Most migrants arrive with no place to stay and rely on their social networks (Zanamwe 
2010). As undocumented migrants, they are unable to lease out a property under their 
names, as this requires documentation and screening for credit and background 
checks, and is usually linked to proof of affordability confirmed by a bank and employer 
contract. Thus, undocumented migrants face multiple exclusions. As a result, many 
undocumented migrants access housing in informal areas that do not require formal 
leases. Many houses in the townships have back rooms that are rented out to 
foreigners. This kind of arrangement is convenient for both the migrant renting as well 
as the landlord as long as they receive the monthly rental. However, participants 
reported facing challenges of landlords overcharging and abruptly evicting them, 




... my landlord just evicted me without any notice, so I went to plead my 
case with the police, so they actually helped save me... (Nandi, 2 August 
2020). 
 
Ayanda noted that when she was not welcomed by her relative, she found 
accommodation where she was sharing a small three-quarter bed with two other 
ladies. This is confirmed by Zanamwe (2010), who found that undocumented migrants 
from Zimbabwe live in shared or small apartments with high rentals, and to prevent 
this, they share with 10 to 20 people to help reduce rental costs. Two participants had 
the following to say on this issue: 
…I rented a flat with 3 other ladies sleeping in a three-quarter bed, we 
divided the room using sheets, I would sleep on the floor in the passage 
where people were passing to access the balcony and the bathroom… 
(Ayanda, 24 July 2020). 
…. I didn’t even have a place of my own, I couldn’t even afford to rent a 
place of my own, I had to live with relatives and that came with its own 
challenges… (Moreblessing, 24 July 2020). 
... It was not easy when you come to South Africa you heard many good 
things about SA, when I arrived, I went to Thokoza in a location I went to 
stay in a mukhukhu (informal settlement) you understand using gas stove 
to cook. You know it was not easy it was very difficult it was very different 
from what people were saying when they came to Zimbabwe... 
(Moreblessing, 24 July 2020). 
 
This study found that participants cohabit to survive Johannesburg's high rental prices. 
Their living conditions are perilous and according to Zanamwe (2010), they go against 
national laws that migrants cannot report out of fear of deportation. 
4.4.6 Xenophobia: “A ticking time bomb” 
When asked about their experiences of xenophobia, most of the participants of this 
study not only expressed that they have experienced xenophobia, but they are 
expecting a big blow-up again soon. ‘It is a ticking time bomb’ said the participants. 
According to the participants, foreigners are always walking on eggshells in South 
Africa, and any minute they can be asked to leave.  
As seen in the literature, xenophobia is rampant in South Africa (Gordon 2010; 
Masenya 2017; Akinola 2018). It is therefore unsurprising that participants in this study 
confirmed that they regularly experienced verbal and emotional xenophobic abuse 




Zimbabwean undocumented women who are street vendors, claiming they are taking 
up space belonging to locals. This highlights the competition for opportunities between 
the two groups and also implies that local citizens do not want foreign nationals to 
perform business on their territory, although this does not necessarily impact their own 
efforts. Amisi (2006) concluded similar results while researching the livelihood 
strategies of Congolese refugees, revealing that locals attack and loot foreign 
nationals' businesses during xenophobic riots, despite proposing that they should 
leave the country. He added that even police officers sometimes harass refugee-
owned businesses. This is described as Afrophobia by Gordon (2015), who showed 
that many locals had identified African nationals as a group of people they least wanted 
to come to South Africa. The following responses show the attitude and xenophobic 
verbal attacks experienced by participants in other contexts, besides hospitals: 
Yes, there are places even now that I will never go. There are people that 
I’m even scared to chat with, you might start to chat with the person and 
then they start calling ‘kwerekwere’ …, this makes you feel inferior and 
intimidated to even continue saying what you wanted to say... (Ayanda, 
24 July 2020). 
then the attitude and then the language, they can just start talking with 
their language and you’re in the middle and you can’t even hear anything 
becasue they are speaking with their language (Tendai, 27 July 2020). 
 
Similarly, Tendai shared her experience of xenophobic attitudes in her workplace. She 
indicated that colleagues would constantly label her as a foreigner. In meetings, where 
she was present, her contributions would be largely ignored by her peers, who would 
speak in their own language, knowing she would not understand. Again, this was 
supported by Gordon (2015: 501), who found that those with lower educational 
attainment favoured complete rejection of foreigners. These narratives confirm 
arguments made in the literature asserting that the xenophobia is caused by 
competition for scarce resources. 
4.4.7 Social Isolation 
The literature points to the social exclusion of migrants by South Africa nationals 
(Hungwe 2013b; Mafukidze & Mbanda 2008). Given the history of exclusion, an 
interesting and novel finding revealed in this study suggests that undocumented 
migrant women pre-empt this treatment from South Africans by excluding themselves 




relate to locals in their communities, they all unanimously voiced that they avoid being 
too social with the locals, with only one participant out of twelve participants having 
meaningful friendships with locals.  
Although hosting large numbers of immigrants, South Africa is described as an anti-
immigrant society, this is seen in how state officials and citizen respond to the migrants 
(Crush & Ramachandran 2010; Mosselson 2010; Chereni 2014). Antagonisms exist 
among locals and immigrants, typically with less qualified locals disliking migrants with 
whom they also compete in the job market. Many migrants find South Africa to be a 
hostile country to live in and only remain because it is a convenient solution to their 
problems. This is consistent with observations by Crush and McDonald (2001) and 
Dinbabo and Nyasulu (2015), when they describe South Africa as showing little desire 
for migrants, which is exhibited in xenophobic attitudes.  
.... there are people who don’t really like you for the mere reason that 
they think that we’re out to steal their jobs… I’m illegal I wouldn’t want my 
personal information to be out there... (Bongiwe, 24 July 2020). 
 
The above are sentiments by one participant who has put in place precautions to avoid 
identification for fear of being attacked. The antagonism between migrants and locals 
may be the reason that this study found that all participants reported avoiding 
interactions with locals. The participants expressed that they are afraid that if they 
associate with local South Africans, they will risk exposing their undocumented status, 
causing problems for themselves when xenophobic attacks occur. The following 
excerpts illustrate the points raised above:  
Eish, I don’t really associate that much with locals but what I’ve realised 
is that in the community there would be protests against foreigners so 
such people I don’t like being associated with them because I start to fear 
that tomorrow they will be saying the same to me you see.... (Ayanda, 24 
July 2020). 
I am friendly with a few of my neighbours, we talk but, I generally keep 
to myself because I don’t really want to be exposed as a foreigner so ya, 
I’m not comfortable with that... (Cindy, 16 July 2020). 
 
It seems that undocumented migrants are responsible for their exclusion due to the 
lack of trust they have for nationals, and this further exacerbates the creation of 





4.4.8 Language Barrier and Enabler of Social Exclusion  
Language for migrants is like a double-edged sword, with both benefits (used as a 
resource) and challenges (used as a boundary marker) in different contexts. For this 
study, participants' language emerged as both a challenge and a livelihood strategy to 
integrate in their environments. Siziba (2013: 238) described language as a form of 
capital that migrants use to locate and navigate their habitus. He noted that South 
Africa is multilingual, with 11 official languages, and that these languages are not equal 
and indeed are hierarchical, e.g., in formal and labour-related functions, English is at 
the top tier; language thus becomes a yardstick against which all others are weighed. 
However, Siziba (2013) further argued that there is no standard, often the use of 
language and its importance is situational and contextual, and thus individuals should 
be strategic in the way they say things and the language they use, as language can 
also be used as a boundary marker, and those without this form of capital occupy 
positions of subordination (Siziba 2013). 
Similarly, in this study, participants noted that they are not free to speak their native 
language in public in Johannesburg streets because, in many instances, language has 
been used as a foreigner ‘identifier’ during xenophobic outbursts. Nandi expressed that 
in Johannesburg, one can be attacked for speaking a native language and thus they 
are not free to speak their languages, while at the same time they are not fully 
conversant in South African languages. 
An interesting debate on language emerged from the interviews; participants who 
spoke isiNdebele noted not having significant challenges in communicating in one of 
the dominant languages in Johannesburg, that of isiZulu,  a finding supported by 
Siziba’s argument on languages being hierarchical. Of all the 11 official languages, 
isiZulu is the most dominant. Many South Africans know how to speak isiZulu although 
it might not be their mother tongue. IsiNdebele is very close to isiZulu, and the two 
languages can be equally understood as they are both considered “Nguni”. ‘If you stay 
long enough with locals you can speak exactly like them’, said one participant. She 
added that Ndebele is also one of South Africa’s official languages, so if you disclose 
that you speak Ndebele, those South Africans who cannot tell the languages apart, 
tend to believe that you are South African. A similar pattern of results was found by 
Polzer (2008) cited in Siziba (2013), when she highlighted Ndebele speakers' cultural 




As the economic hub, Johannesburg houses many domestic and international 
migrants, making the city diverse. Foreigners must learn many languages to get along 
well with others. It helps to know one South African language, but sometimes it can be 
insufficient, as indicated by Happiness below: 
…there are a lot of languages here so only knowing Zulu is not enough 
and some of the people can't understand Zulu, so it was very difficult for 
me at first... (Happiness, 21 July 2020). 
 
The natural thing for most locals is to speak to people using their own languages, this 
is seen by this study’s participants as un-accommodative; locals assume that others 
will understand. One can argue that perhaps it is a territorial view, as in ‘this is my 
country; therefore, we all must speak my language’. This was supported interestingly 
by Siziba (2013: 239), when he outlined that different areas in Johannesburg had 
different language hierarchies, emphasising that immigrants would need to be 
conversant in different languages and know when to adjust as they moved between 
different parts of Johannesburg. This added to the complexity experienced by the 
participants. 
When dealing with state officials, language is again said to be an important tool used 
by participants to conceal their identity as a way to protect themselves from exposing 
their status. This is illustrated by the following narrative from the interviews: 
…most likely they are going to stop you and when they stop you, they 
are going to ask you where do you come from? Where is home and you 
are not going to lie because you can’t lie and say you are coming from 
such and such a place because they are going to ask you follow up 
questions, if you say you come from KZN because you speak isiNdebele 
which is a lot like isiZulu, maybe they are going to buy your story and ask 
you because you come from Natal tell us exactly which area and which 
school you attended and things like that, if you persist maybe you’ve 
done your research, they start asking you about certain body parts… 
(Cindy, 16 June, 2020). 
 
The above narrations demonstrate language as being both a resource as well as a 
challenge that participants face. On one hand, language can be used to evade police 
officers, and on the other, language is used to identify foreigners. From the interviews, 
it is evident that those who do their research and learn the local language and specific 





4.5 Strategies to Survive and Thrive 
A myriad of coping strategies were identified that are used by the participants to adapt 
to their environment and find ways to survive in their host country. Due to their lack of 
documentation, the participants engage in various industries in the informal sector to 
support their livelihoods. These are discussed in the section below. 
 
4.5.1 Domestic Work, Hairdressing and Waitressing 
The majority of participants worked in the domestic, hairdressing and waitressing 
sectors, as noted by Bloch (2010) as receptive of undocumented migrants for cheap 
and seasonal labour. These industries were rather lenient in terms of requiring 
documentation, reported by the participants. It emerged from the interviews that 
referrals from friends and family played a key part in helping the women find 
employment, highlighting the value of social capital and social networks. This is in line 
with what (Crush et al. 2012; Ngomane 2010) expressed about social networks 
enabling migrants to find jobs, housing and social welfare systems through their social 
links. The above industries do not come without challenges, the participants revealed 
a set of challenges within each of these industries.  
The participants in the domestic work industry expressed difficulties in finding full-time 
‘live-in’ employment, so the women often settled for part-time employment as day 
domestic workers, where the employer may require them to work for specific days of 
the week: with this, they noted the instability and uncertainty of the week as you did 
not know when you might be called.  
Therefore, women in the domestic industry go to a place called 'a market' where they 
meet employers by advertising their services on a placard. Although the women may 
find employment through this approach, they noted challenges of being exploited, 
underpaid and sometimes not being paid by their employers at all. Day work for them 
means that you are disposable; your employer has no attachments or contractual 
obligations to you; if they are unhappy, they find someone else, so the treatment they 
receive is inferior. The study finds that this flexibility is preferred by employers as a 




benefits such as minimum wage, leave, etc. This study also found that participants also 
reported being picked by male employers who showed an interest in their domestic 
services only to ask them to perform sexual favours when they arrived in their homes. 
This has caused trepidation among many because they have heard stories of rape and 
other forms of abuse. This was verified by some of the interviews: 
Ah sometimes the people they just take you as if they have a job for you 
or as if they will give you too much money then if you work they say, I will 
give you R80 or R50 but the work is too much you see, so there’s no 
other way you see you can’t do anything she just say go inside the car 
then she give you R80 when you get out the car, what will you do? You 
just take it and go because there’s security, you won’t do anything 
(Shamiso, 10 June 2020). 
When you stand at the roadside anyone can pick you up. So, at the 
market we have to go through so many challenges, even men they pick 
us up as if they have work for you only to tell you that they like you and 
ask for sex in return for money (Chipo, 9 June 2020). 
 
The above excerpts and narrations confirm arguments made in the literature of 
precarious and exploitative working conditions which undocumented migrants find 
themselves in in the domestic industry, where their daily existence is marked by a 
sense of uncertainty and vulnerability (Jinnah 2020). The risks that the women must 
endure in their quest for finding employment, their lack of documentation has put them 
at risk without any legal recourse, as indicated by Zanamwe (2010).  
Some participants of this study reported finding employment in the beauty industry as 
hairdressers, based on their skills as both business people as well as employees. 
While this is a livelihood strategy that the women pursue, they reported that the wages 
were low and did not meet their basic needs.  
Moreblessing explains her challenges as a hairdresser:  
...After 2 days I started to work but it was not easy because, if you work 
in a salon you must have customers, so it was very difficult for the first 
time because I didn’t yet have customers (Moreblessing, 24 July 2020). 
 
In the absence of a customer base, Moreblessing worked as support for the already 
established hairdressers and would receive very little money at the end of the day. 
…you can spend the whole day without working because maybe you’re 




customers, after helping them others give you R10 to say thank you 
(Moreblessing, 24 July 2020).  
 
In the beauty industry, the challenges revealed by the participants are not so much of 
exploitation but rather the success of the businesses they run.  
Waitressing was popular among the participants in this research as a livelihood 
strategy. Bloch (2010) validates this view, arguing that common areas of informal work 
undertaken by undocumented migrants are those of working in restaurants as 
waitresses. For example, upon arrival in Johannesburg, Lucy was met by a very harsh 
reality, that one does not choose a job but you just grab whatever comes, and 
waitressing is one of them. Having good communication skills is advantageous. This 
reality was hard to accept by one participant who was an educator in Zimbabwe but 
was forced to forget about her qualification in Johannesburg and work as a waitress.  
So at a later stage I didn’t have documentation I had to work at 
restaurants, I forgot about my teaching qualifications…they tell you that 
no this is Johannesburg you don’t have to choose jobs, just take any job 
that comes and work, I was reduced to waitering tables (Lucy, 02 June 
2020). 
 
The study found that for Lucy, to feel hard done about becoming a waitress after she 
was a teacher in Zimbabwe, is because of the nature of the job. Waitressing is not 
easy, as described by the participants. Three participants expressed difficulties in 
working in restaurants because they did not receive a basic salary, depending on tips 
alone. Cindy detailed that very few restaurants offer a basic salary. This study’s 
participants reported that shamelessly low wages and abuse exist in the workplace.  
The finding was expected, given how well this topic is documented in literature by 
scholars (Karagueuzian & Verdier-Chouchane 2014; Sabates-Wheeler 2009; Bloch 
2010; Rutherford 2008) who have studied undocumented migrants in Johannesburg. 
Restaurant owners treat employees as business people, using their restaurants to 
conduct business, which is beneficial to both parties. The working standards of the 
participants were very poor, working long hours six days a week with no formal 
contracts, hardly any leave, and no job protection or support from the government, and 
yet their earnings do not reflect this. This underscores the clear sense of informality 
and non-compliance in the sector. This was supported by Webster, Budlender and 




workplace, and they are unable to unionise in response. Vettori (2017) also confirmed 
that undocumented immigrants who work as waiters do not count as employees in 
terms of legislation, and therefore do not enjoy protection in terms of labour legislation, 
with no apparent willingness from the Department of Labour to champion this cause 
on their behalf.  
The participants acknowledged that their incomes were highly volatile, as they relied 
on clients tipping them, and sometimes they were unable to make enough money to 
pay for their transport and rent and would need to get loans to pay for these in order 
to continue working. The following extract provides more details regarding this: 
so where I am, it’s basically tips and no income or whatsoever. So, what 
I do I set a target for myself like I have to reach a certain target for a day, 
obviously I can’t control how people decide to tip me… (Bongiwe, 24 July 
2020). 
Do you know that when you work in a restaurant you don’t get any salary? 
There is very few restaurants that give a salary. You depend on the 
mercy of customers to tip you (Lucy, 2 June 2020). 
 
The problem of low wages remains a concern to the degree that some live from hand 
to mouth. Bloch (2010) argues that the immigration status of migrants affects their 
remitting capacity, noting that undocumented migrants remitted far less than 
documented migrants, refugees and asylum seekers. Certainly, being paid less than 
the minimum wage will affect remittances. 
Makina (2013) also observed that the remittances sent back to Zimbabwe were critical 
for supporting the survival of families and relatives who remained in Zimbabwe. He 
further states that income levels and job prospects influence remittance behaviour, and 
thus, many migrants working in South Africa barely have enough to support their lives 
in Johannesburg and still manage to remit. Bloch (2008) emphasised that, despite the 
marginalisation of undocumented migrants in South Africa, they somehow still continue 
to work and send remittances to their families in Zimbabwe. 
The narratives show how precarity of informal work taken up by undocumented 
migrants in Johannesburg persists, according to the theory of sustainable livelihoods 
(Conway and Chambers 1992) which points to the vulnerability context being confined 
by policies, institutions and processes; in this case, meaning that without 
reconfiguration of the exclusive nature of policies in regards to undocumented 




4.5.2 Income Diversification 
It was noted from the interviews, as discussed above, that women do not receive 
meaningful wages from their jobs in the informal market to sustain their livelihoods and 
fulfil their obligations. This finding was corroborated by Sabates-Wheeler (2009) who 
noted that undocumented migrants work in the unregulated informal market marked by 
low wages and exploitation. They engage in several income-generating activities to 
supplement the shortfall, as was the case for most of the participants in this study. 
They reported that they not only work as domestic workers, but they alternate between 
domestic work and hairdressing, while others are involved small-scale trading, e.g, 
selling Tupperware to supplement their income shortfall:  
… sometimes other people just come for hairdressing and they do braids, 
but it’s not fine because it’s not enough, so I come to the market every 
day and I start working there as a domestic helper... (Chipo, 9 June 
2020).  
 
The “market” is where participants seek domestic jobs: 
 I know how to braid and twist and so forth, so sometimes people can 
come for that and I’ve got my aunt who has a salon, so sometimes when 
she has got many customers she just calls me to come help her but 
sometimes I come to the market, then If I get a job then I can get money 
again (Chipo, 9 June 2020). 
 
Another participant stated that she works as a waitress at a restaurant and when she 
receives her income, she lends money to some of her colleagues and returns it with 
interest, which is the money she uses for her daily upkeep and for her dependents, 
then saves the rest of her money for rainy days, as detailed below: 
 …I do my deductions and whatsoever and with the remaining that I have, 
well not all of it, well part of it I loan people money and put some sort of 
interest and depending on how long they would want to loan that money 
for (Bongiwe, 24 July 2020). 
 
One participant noted that she struggled to make ends meet with one job; even after 
alternating from being a domestic worker and a hairdresser. She became desperate 
and started selling sex for money to ensure she could still send money to her family in 
Zimbabwe, without which they would starve. She felt pressure because her family 





 …it’s prostitution, so you know prostitution is not easy but you just do it because you 
want money and you don’t have another option (Moreblessing, 24 July 2020). The 
women also reported that it is a disgrace to fail in Johannesburg and return home, and 
so they did whatever it took to succeed. The statements above illustrate the 
diversification of income sources by participants to mitigate the risks that may be 
caused by their illegality. However, desperate efforts to generate additional income 
leads to dreadful acts like selling sex for money that could potentially harm women.  
 
4.5.3 Social Capital and Social Networks: “I am my brother’s keeper” 
As already indicated in the literature, social capital is interwoven in the fabric of 
migration, this means that it is a crucial element that migrants rely heavily on when 
migration discussions are on the table. Migration decisions, destination choices, 
transport and accommodation facilitation and job opportunities information are all the 
product of collaborative efforts where families and social and religious networks are 
key players. Amisi (2006) noted among the Congolese refugee community that they 
are each other’s keepers, meaning upon arrival, migrants rely on their friends and 
relatives for traveling fares and necessities: 
When I came, I didn't have anything, not even a blanket. my grandmother 
helped me and even gave me pots... (Chipo, 9 June 2020). 
I came with my uncle, the first time. He is a malayitsha [informal couriers 
who transport goods and people] you know, he is the one who helped 
me cross the border (Ayanda, 24 July 2020). 
 
The above narratives confirm the fundamental principles of social networks, Social 
capital through social networks are essential to the survival and success of migrants 
in the host country because they provide migrants with resources that they can 
mobilise from their fellow migrants as part of a community.  
Social networks and social capital are also important in providing information 
assistance on how participants can acquire documents (passports and visas) to come 
to South Africa and how to legalise themselves upon arrival, i.e., where to apply for 
permission for asylum, and how to navigate the border without documents. 




that help in facilitating migration, especially undocumented migration. This study 
acknowledges the use of smugglers by two participants of this study. 
However, it is important to note what participants of this study have interestingly 
revealed, that not all benefit from social capital provided by social networks. Some 
participants of the study were not assisted by their social networks (i.e. family, friends, 
etc.); although they were promised prior to their travel, the assistance did not 
materialise, as described by two participants who attributed their settling successfully 
to themselves and not their family or friends. 
The support provided extends to initiatives that the women can employ to survive and 
sustain their livelihoods. These include stokvels, church, burial, and Tupperware 
societies. It is also a source of psycho-social support for the women. Three participants 
reported that they participate in social clubs or stokvel for income and groceries. One 
participant reported that she participates in a burial society to prepare for the 
unfortunate event of her death, and another participates in Tupperware as a source of 
income and social support. The following response have more details: 
…I’ve joined stokvels which I think are very beneficial to me because 
uhm at the end of the year we buy and share groceries and I have much 
more to send home than to take from my pocket because most of those 
groceries I send them home (Lucy, 17 June 2020). 
 
The above findings are comparable with Amisi's (2006) research among Congolese 
refugees, where it was found that informal saving groups, also known as saving clubs, 
existed among refugee communities for social protection and support in dealing with 
unexpected events such as death. My study was conducted during the COVID-19 
pandemic where many could not go about their normal activities. An interesting 
revelation from this study is that social networks, such as churches, kept many of the 
participants afloat during their difficult conditions that were presented by the pandemic, 
such that four participants stated that they would not have survived had it not been for 
their social ties. 
4.6 Navigating Undocumented Status in the Face of State Officials 
Research conducted thus far, and this current study, has revealed the ‘antagonistic’ 
relationship that undocumented migrants have with state representatives, which begs 




several strategies to continue working in the country and to prevent interactions with 
state officials to prevent their undocumented status from being exposed.  
Participants reported using the “avoidance” technique, they limit their interactions with 
law enforcers and some locals. To avoid law enforcers, they generally stayed indoors, 
although research has revealed that police sometimes conduct house raids in areas 
known to be undocumented migrants’ hotspot (Machinya 2019). One participant 
admitted to using a secret lock on the keyhole to evade this scenario, which gives the 
impression that nobody is at home. Another participant also stayed indoors to avoid 
conversations with locals that might lead to exposure of their undocumented status. 
Another technique used by participants is to learn police officers' schedules. Cindy 
noted that she learned their schedule whilst changing shifts and running during the 
period she knew they would not be patrolling on the streets, or using unusual routes.  
So I would spend my days locked in the house because I was the only 
one who’d be left there, my sister bought a secret lock that goes in when 
you’ve locked the door as a sign that there is no one inside (Ayanda, 24 
July 2020). 
.... most of the time, I will be indoors avoiding such conversation with 
people because at the end of the day they will notice that this one is not 
from our country (Happiness, 21 July 2020). 
 
Other techniques include negotiation and paying bribes to evade detention or 
deportation and heightened levels of alertness, constantly checking surroundings to 
make sure no police officers are nearby when they are outside their homes and being 
always ready to run if necessary. Bribing police officers is common, as mentioned by 
Hlatshwayo (2019), albeit risky, as some police officers do not accept bribes. One 
participant reported that they encountered soldiers crossing the border through the 
bush; “Impisi” (helpers) helped negotiate a bribery fee for their release. More details 
are gleaned in the verbatim words of one of the participants: 
…. they were waiting for me and they picked me up like that, I was so 
scared…. I called my boyfriend at the time and they arranged, and he 
came, and he paid R200 and they let me go…. (Cindy, 16 June 2020). 
 
Participants cited social alerts about the police and raids targeting foreigners to stay 
alert through social media. Interestingly, none of the participants spoke of acquiring 
fake documents, as discussed by Machinya (2019) to be a common strategy among 





4.7 Outcomes of the Theoretical Framework 
4.7.1 Social Capital Theory 
One of the theoretical frameworks used for this study is that of social capital theory, 
adopted from Bourdieu’s works. Social capital, in a broad sense, refers to social ties 
between people that allow positive outcomes (O'Brien & ó Fathaigh 2005). The core 
elements of social capital include social networks, public participation, reciprocal 
expectations, and shared trust. A host of evidence exists now to suggest that migrants 
with such social capital are more likely to enjoy information exchange, access to 
resources such as shelter, food, and better strategies of survival (Pinxten & Lievens 
2014).  
Bourdieu, in extensive research, documents that individuals often require more than 
just social capital in order to achieve the livelihood outcomes that they desire. Survival 
for migrants entails strategies that help the person become successful and lessen their 
risks. The survival of undocumented Zimbabwean women in their host country was 
considered in their use of social capital as a survival strategy. Prior to their migration, 
the women galvanised their social networks to investigate the opportunities that are 
present in the host country, exploring the big question of labour and wage market 
differentials and then making the important decision to migrate. Social capital is thus 
one’s social network based on family, ethnic, cultural, historical and friendships in the 
receiving country. The wider the network, the wider the pool of capital that can be 
accessible.  
Trust is an important element and gateway to accessing one’s social capital, as was 
revealed in the current study: the trust that existed between the women and their social 
networks determined the ability to access social capital provided by the network. 
Individuals possess various amounts of different capital that concurrently function as 
resources. For example, studying the receiving country prior to migrating through 
information sharing from networks, learning the route and making plans of who will 
receive the migrants.  
Others were recipients of monetary help that enabled them to travel to the host country, 




other forms of support that helped them to start up and be settled. When navigating 
their new environment, social networks were also seen to have a positive influence, 
providing job referrals and enabling the women through information sharing to access 
offices of the DHA to apply for permits. The impact of social capital was thus assessed 
based on these views, noting that such practices facilitate the continued flow of 
migration from aspirant migrants.  
The experiences of undocumented migrants' survival strategies all involve these 
abovementioned factors. Understanding these factors helps us to appreciate the 
experiences of undocumented Zimbabwean migrant women. This framework was both 
fitting and beneficial because it helped explain the results and thoroughly considered 
participants ' experiences. 
 
4.7.2 Sustainable Livelihoods Framework (SLF) 
In conjunction with social capital theory, the sustainable livelihoods approach was also 
used in this study. The SLF is a model for holistically analysing people's livelihoods, 
capturing the constraints and opportunities of low-income people (Twigg 2001; Levine 
2014). Many factors affect these constraints and opportunities, spanning from global 
or national structures and policies to more local norms and institutions that define the 
livelihood resources that an individual or her family can access (Levine 2014). 
Individuals often have no influence over these structures and policies, and they 
sometimes may not be conscious of their existence. 
The core argument of the SLF is that people operate in a context of vulnerability: this 
means the external environment where people live causes hardships, and to attain a 
sustainable livelihood, an individual or household must at any given point have access 
to human, social, natural, physical and financial capital to decrease their vulnerability 
and survive any shocks emanating from their changing environments (Twigg 2001). 
The more assets an individual has access to, the better their chances to sustain their 
livelihoods.  
Both the SLF and Social Capital theory aided the researcher to dissect the livelihoods 
of undocumented Zimbabwean women migrants who have migrated to Johannesburg. 




migrants were viewed from the factors that cause their vulnerability, the challenges 
faced by the women in their old and new environment, given their limited resources 
which further makes their livelihoods insecure.  
Some of these vulnerability invoking factors included lack of access to the following 
assets:  
● Human capital: Some of the undocumented Zimbabwean women had 
professional skills and knowledge to access work in the formal markets which, 
according to studies, has a relatively better livelihoods prospect. However, 
despite adapting to a new environment, they could not utilise these skills and 
had to learn new skills to survive, some working in restaurants and others as 
domestic workers and hairdressers, which were not their main skills. 
● Social capital: Although most of the women reported having access to social 
capital through their social networks, not all the women could rely on these for 
assistance.  
● Financial Capital: The undocumented Zimbabwean migrant women noted that 
as a result of their undocumented status, their livelihoods were affected by low 
wages that meant not having regular flows of income. To circumvent these 
challenges, they diversified their income through savings clubs etc. However, 
the women did find work in the informal markets. They also reported a lack of 
access to financial services in their host country, including not having access to 
bank accounts and not being eligible for credit to start small businesses. 
● Physical capital: the findings indicated that for some, their livelihoods were also 
compromised by a lack of access to shelter, with most having to share 
accommodation with relatives, resulting in overcrowding, and some living in 
housing with poor sanitation. 
As noted above, the policies and institutional structures of the host country influence 
access to capital, for instance, banking sector policies do not permit banks to offer 
financial services to foreigners without requisite documentation. This is a reality outside 
of the undocumented Zimbabwean women migrants’ control.  
Often an increase/decrease in one capital is likely to result in an increase in another. 
For example, an increase in financial capital (better paid job) increases physical capital 




the more vulnerable their livelihoods became. Moreover, the SLF allowed the 
researcher to assess how sustainable the livelihoods of the undocumented 
Zimbabwean migrant women were.  
Based on the research findings, it can be concluded that the undocumented women 
could access some form of social capital through their networks, and also human and 
financial capital, in that they were active in the informal economy and engaged in 
multiple income-generating activities. Albeit with significant vulnerability, particularly 
relating to their access to accommodation and a general sense of physical safety. 
Significant threats to their mental and physical health persist. Access to employment 
opportunities that would pay better with benefits remains constrained. Given all of 
these constraints, their lives continued to be vulnerable, and this means, in a nutshell, 
their strategies, and thus their livelihoods are not sustainable.  
 
4.8 Conclusion 
The analysis of this chapter started by discussing the reasons for migration. This study 
found that participants’ primary reason for migration to be economic reasons with 
political reasons as secondary; however, both political and economic reasons were 
interlinked and embedded in one another. The chapter highlighted that migrants 
entered South Africa using three modes; border jumping through legal and illegal ports 
as well as entering through official means. Participants’ efforts to become documented 
were not realised, owing to multiple exclusions in policies; this aspect of their lives 
remains, and they continue to live in the shadows. The chapter revealed the antagonist 
relationship of migrants and state officials, with harsh methods, attitudes and 
exploitation frequently used when confronting the undocumented women migrants. 
The participants of this study see deportation as being too drastic and the worst-case 
scenario. They also face challenges of language barriers and xenophobic attitudes 
when interacting with locals. In terms of livelihood strategies, the study confirmed that 
despite their best efforts, the livelihoods of these undocumented women are 





“Vulnerability and Informality”: The Lived Realities of Undocumented 
Zimbabwean Women Migrants 
 
5.1 Introduction 
This final chapter concludes the research study. In this chapter, the goals and 
objectives of the study are reviewed with the aim of highlighting how they were 
achieved, and the limitations of the study presented. The study’s main findings are 
articulated under each objective and finally, guided by the findings, recommendations 
are made.  
5.2 Summary 
This study sought to investigate the lived experiences of undocumented women 
migrants from Zimbabwe residing in Johannesburg, how they derive their livelihoods 
and navigate their undocumented status in their host country. The concluding chapter 
reflects on the synthesis of the entire study.  
The study sought to answer the question “what are the experiences and the 
livelihood strategies of undocumented Zimbabwean migrants who reside in 
Johannesburg?” 
The below sub-questions enabled the answering of the research questions: 
1. How did the migrants enter the country, and what attempts have they made to 
obtain documents? 
2. What are the particular challenges faced by these women, given that they are 
undocumented? 
3. What networks of support do they rely on? 
4. Have they been victims of xenophobic attacks? 
To answer the above research questions, the objective was to find out the experiences 
and livelihood experiences of undocumented migrants in their host country. Chapter 1 





Chapter 2 of the study analysed the literature on undocumented migration in South 
Africa, the evolution of the legal framework, the political and economic situation in 
Zimbabwe that contributed and reinforced the migration of Zimbabwean migrants to 
other countries, including South Africa. Social networks as migration catalysts and the 
experiences of Zimbabwean migrants from existing research were debated. Also 
presented was what has thus far been documented on migrants' livelihood strategies 
in South Africa. The chapter concluded with a consideration of the theoretical 
framework for the study taken from the works of Chambers and Conway (1992), DFID 
(1999) and Bourdieu (1986).  
Chapter 3 outlined the use of qualitative research methods in collecting the study's 
data. The chapter also gave details of the researcher's field experiences during data 
collection and how the data was utilised. Issues of the study's rigour and ethics were 
discussed to conclude the chapter.  
Chapter 4 presented results arising from the fieldwork and analysed the findings, 
drawing themes through Chambers Conway and Bourdieu's theoretical lens. The 
significant themes observed from the data were interpreted using excerpts from the 
participants.  
Chapter 5 gives a synthesis of the research conducted, presenting concluding 
remarks, reiterating the main finding of the study and proposing recommendations for 
future studies. To close, the limitations of the study are discussed. 
Although it was not the intention of the study to look at the reasons why the migrants 
left Zimbabwe, all the participants felt it was necessary to answer that question as a 
point of departure in order to give background context. They felt that by understanding 
their past, they could better contextualise their present circumstances. The participants 
of this study had a myriad of reasons for leaving their country of origin that can be 
covered by the umbrella term “economic reasons''. The state of their country’s 
economy had deteriorated to a point where it was almost impossible for them to 
continue sustaining their livelihoods. There was also mention of political instability as 
a root cause for the downfall of the economy.  
These findings are consistent with the vast literature that political instability and 




Zimbabwean nationals to South Africa. The theoretical frameworks underpinning the 
study were an important tool to dissect and genuinely appreciate the circumstances of 
undocumented migrants. Migrants operate from a context of vulnerability due to their 
lack of documents and low socio-economic position. They then mobilise various social 
networks or connections that afford them, or give them access to, various resources 
or “capital” that they can use to enhance their lives. This can come in many shapes 
and forms, spanning from information to actual tangible resources, despite these 
resources being limited by existing structures in society. 
 
5.3 Research Objective 1 
How did the migrants enter the country and what attempts have they made to 
obtain documents? 
The majority of undocumented women migrants in this study entered South Africa 
through the official border using their passports. It is after their entry that they became 
undocumented by overstaying beyond the prescribed visa dates, and for some, 
remaining until their passports also expired. Almost all the women were deeply 
dissatisfied by their undocumented status and wished to regularise their stay in the 
country by acquiring legal documents to officialise their stay. For the women, this was 
vitally important because it affected their children. 
Steps taken by the women to acquire legal status included application for work visas, 
asylum, and lastly, the application for a Zimbabwean special permit. Some of the 
undocumented migrant women reported being granted asylum. The study however 
noted that the problem with the asylum permit is that it requires constant renewing with 
the Department of Home Affairs, and this entails re-assessment of the claim. Most 
reported that they failed to maintain their status, at some point during the renewal 
process, their applications would end up being rejected, the reasons for this rejection 
never being communicated. 
The migrant women with post-high school qualifications wished to apply for work 
permits and make use of their qualifications. Fewer participants considered this an 
option or had the option open to them. The women echoed the convictions expressed 




scarce skills in the country were granted work permits, and most were excluded from 
this. The undocumented Zimbabwean women migrants referred to the factors barring 
them from acquiring legal documents as insurmountable, meaning that they could not 
do much about it themselves. According to the findings, barriers are deeply rooted in 
policy and can only be addressed at such levels.  
 
5.4 Research Objective 2 
What are the particular challenges faced by these women, given that they are 
undocumented? 
Being an undocumented migrant in a country that criminalises undocumented migrants 
was a harsh reality that the women had to come to terms with. This fact was visible in 
all aspects of their lives, such as when they sought employment, health and other 
social services, including when they went about their daily lives. Undocumented 
women would have challenging encounters with state officials. Their access to 
employment was only limited to the informal job sector because of their documentation 
status and the fact that acquisition was a challenge. They confronted issues of 
employability, where most employers would not readily hire them due to a lack of 
documentation, and those that did hire would exploit them and pay meagre wages.  
The participants’ daily livelihoods were frustrated by their fears of being deported; this 
for them was the worst-case scenario. They also experienced a myriad of challenges 
in terms of accessing services such as health-care, education, banking and housing, 
where their undocumented status once again haunted them, reporting exclusions and 
xenophobia.  
As a result of their migration, they also faced challenges of family disintegration that 
threatened their emotional well-being. Xenophobic attitudes from locals, including the 
earlier mentioned medical xenophobia were also reported, making the women walk on 
eggshells. Social exclusion, including language as an enabler for social exclusion, was 
reported as being a challenge, with an interesting revelation that undocumented 
Zimbabwean migrants exclude themselves first before they are excluded.  
Although there was no evidence of their legal status as a driver for their experience of 




and felt that as women, they were more vulnerable. This made them afraid to report 
their emergencies as it may expose their immigration status.  
 
5.5 Research Objective 3 
What tactics and strategies do they adopt in order to ensure that they are able 
to survive? 
The undocumented women in this study engaged in various activities to ensure that 
they survive the above challenges that they experience in their host country. This 
includes tactics to access financial assets, as defined by the sustainable livelihood 
framework. These include finding employment in informal markets as waitresses and 
hairdressers, as well as domestic work. This finding tied in with previous literature that 
explores where undocumented migrants work. Although the women could work, they 
faced many challenges in their various industries; two of which were low wages and 
sub-standard treatment.  
The undocumented Zimbabwean women often had to diversify their income to meet 
the high standards of living in Johannesburg, as well as taking care of their families 
back in Zimbabwe. To circumvent the earlier argument on language being an enabler 
for exclusion, the undocumented women tried to learn local languages to integrate and 
use language to situate themselves and navigate their undocumented status when 
approached by police. Other tactics used in terms of navigating their undocumented 
status were avoiding encounters with police by learning their patterns, sharing 
information on police behaviour, articulating oneself in local languages, and if push 
came to shove, paying a bribe to evade detention.  
5.6 Research Objective 4 
What support networks do they rely on? 
This study echoes the convictions expressed in the literature that undocumented 
migrants rely on networks of family, friends, church members, social clubs and saving 
groups members and fellow nationals to pass on information about South Africa and 




accommodation, and even job referrals for the migrants to establish themselves and 
survive.  
However, this study revealed new findings that go beyond previous reports which 
emphasise social networks benefiting all migrants. The results of this study showed 
that not all migrants benefit or reap the fruits of their social networks; some may have 
social networks but not benefit from them, thus indicating that to have social networks 
does not equate to access to social capital. This is because economic difficulties in the 
host country sometimes make it impossible for the migrants’ networks to extend their 
assets to newly arrived families and friends. 
 
5.7 Research Objective 5 
Have they been victims of xenophobic attacks? 
The findings of this study revealed that undocumented Zimbabwean women face 
xenophobic abuse at different levels in their communities. Participants were all 
recipients of xenophobic sentiments from locals, who label them “amakwerekwere”, a 
finding in line with previous studies. The results also pointed to the prevalence of 
experiences of medical xenophobia, which is also well documented in research. The 
participants' experiences inhibit their freedom in the host country and make them feel 
inferior and timid. 
 
5.8 Study Limitations 
Several limitations for this research were identified: 
● This study was focused on livelihood strategies and experiences of 
undocumented Zimbabwean migrants based on the defined objectives. There 
may be other experiences that amplify different areas of undocumented 
women’s lives. 
● One of the participants confirmed what was suggested in the literature that 
undocumented migrants engage in activities of selling sex for money as a 
livelihood strategy; this view did not emerge anywhere else in the research. It 




small. Future researchers could explore further the topic of selling sex for money 
as a livelihood strategy. 
● This study was conducted during the 2020 global pandemic, and thus telephone 
interviews were adopted, therefore missing out on observations of participants’ 
body language that is sometimes key to providing context.  
● This study was conducted in Johannesburg, and the findings made in the study 
should be understood in the context of Johannesburg, Gauteng Province, South 
Africa. Participants in other areas, provinces and countries may have varied 
experiences. 
 
5.9 Recommendations  
There exists a strong need for a proactive and concerted attempt by the South African 
government to stem the overwhelmingly negative tide of anti-immigrant sentiments 
within the public realm. Coupled with this, there is a need for policy writers and 
implementers to re-examine the policies governing migrant workers. These state 
actors must focus on the provisions made for migrants who engage in what can be 
considered precarious work, i.e., those forms of work that do not enjoy protection under 
labour legislation. 
There is also an opportunity for state actors in the various national departments that 
interact with migrant women to change their approach from one of confrontation to one 
of dialogue, as this may go some way in combating the perpetual state of fear most 
migrant women live in. A pathway to establish communication with this group of 
individuals is found in the various church and social clubs that migrant women 
participant in. This recommendation holds for Non-Profit Organisations and Citizen 
Associations or Interest Groups who work to support migrant women in their 
vulnerabilities.  
 
5.9.1 To Future Research 
The researcher makes the recommendation for future research to conduct comparative 
studies to compare the livelihood experiences and strategies between documented 




migrants have significant representation, i.e., the security industry – there is thus an 
opportunity for industry-specific studies and comparisons.  
This study’s participants were aged between 21 to 38 years, and therefore the views 
that it represents could be biased for specific age groups who are in similar life stages. 
Repeating the study with different age cohorts would allow for age cohort comparisons. 
Future researchers could also explore the livelihoods and experiences of the children 
of undocumented parents and how their parent’s legal status impacts on their lives and 
world views. 
 
5.10  Conclusion 
To conclude, this chapter has highlighted the main findings of the study, demonstrating 
that undocumented migration is synonymous with migrant informality. Undocumented 
migrants’ lives are insecure, and they have to face the additional challenges of low 
wages and exploitation. Their livelihoods are tied to their legal status. A key limitation 
of the study was noted as the relatively small sample size limited to Johannesburg city. 
The participants of the study were relatively young women representing views of 
younger women in their 20s and 30s. Recommendations are to improve support to this 
vulnerable group by varied state actors and NPOs. It was highlighted by the research 
that there is room for further research to explore the livelihoods of children of 
undocumented migrant parents and how their parent’s legal status shapes their 
experiences. This would add meaningful value to the body of knowledge in the area of 
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Appendix B: Information Sheet/Letter 
 
Dear Participant, 
I am a student at the University of Johannesburg currently enrolled for a master’s 
degree in Social Impact Assessment. As part of the requirements of my degree, I am 
conducting research into the experiences and livelihood strategies of undocumented 
Zimbabwean women migrants who reside in Johannesburg. It is hoped that the 
information acquired will add to the body of knowledge and assist South Africans, and 
policymakers understand the world of migrant women living in Johannesburg and 
address their needs accordingly. 
I wish to invite you to participate in my study. Your participation is entirely voluntary. 
There will be no repercussions should you decline this invitation. Please also note that 
should you choose to participate in this study, there will be no reward for this. Any costs 
incurred by you associated with this research will be reimbursed by myself. Should you 
wish to participate, please be advised that you will be required to sit in an interview that 
would last between 45 minutes to 1 hour, at a time convenient to you. If during the 
interview you wish to withdraw or if the interview makes you uncomfortable in any way 
and you wish to stop, please be advised that you are free to do so. With your 
permission, the interview will be recorded for ease of reference during the transcription 
and analysis phase of the study and record-keeping. Your identity will remain 
anonymous, and no one besides myself and my supervisors, Prof Tapiwa Chagonda 
and Prof Ashwin Desai will gain access to the recordings. Please be assured that your 
name and other personal information that may be used to identify you will be concealed 
and kept confidential and pseudonyms will be used instead of your real name.  
For any further questions, please contact me on email: ginindamuriel.gmail.com or my 
mobile phone on 0835949402. Alternatively, you can contact my supervisors Prof 
Tapiwa Chagonda who can be reached on email: tchagonda@uj.ac.za or telephone t: 







Appendix C: Informed Consent Form 
 
You consent to participate in the interview with this letter, which will be recorded in 
order to allow for more precise data capture, noting that all data is confidential. 
Please Y/N for the following. The researcher has explained this to me regarding 
the research: 
The purpose of the study   
Duration of the interview   
My information will be kept confidential and I 
am comfortable. 
  
My participation is completely voluntary   
I can be recorded   
 
Please mark Y/N on the following selection criteria for participation this study: 
 
I am a woman   
I am a Zimbabwean national   
I reside in Johannesburg   
 
Researcher’s Name Muriel Gininda 
Researcher’s contacts  ginindamuriel@gmail.com 
0835949402 
Researcher’s signature   
 
I hereby consent to participate in this study.  
 
Participant’s Name  
Participant’s Signature  




Appendix D: Interview Guide 
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What is your Marital status?  
What is your highest level of education? 
 
Background questions 
● Can you please tell me about yourself, who are you and where do you come 
from? 
● Please give me a bit of a background about your family.  
● Describe your Life in Zimbabwe before coming to South Africa. 




● Please describe when you left your home, what are the push factors that led 
you to decide to migrate to South Africa. 
● Please tell me about the political as well as the economic situation in Zimbabwe. 
● How did you feel about your decision to migrate to South Africa? 
● What made SA a favourable choice of destination? 
● What other countries did you consider? 
● Was the decision made in isolation, or did you consult anyone? If consulted, 




● How did your family feel about your migration decision? Was it important? 
● How did your decision affect your family, if it did? 
● Do you think that the decision to migrate is easier/difficult for women than it is 
for men and why? 
● Please describe your journey to South Africa 
● How long did it take for you to plan and execute your migration? 
● Did you know anyone already living in SA prior to your travel? 
● If yes, did they help you with your travel? 
● Was it easy for you to get documentation to travel? 
● Do you have a valid permit and passport? 
● What challenges did you face in obtaining your documents, if any? 
● How did you arrive in the country?  
● What was your experience of the way in which you came? 
● Are you able to visit your home in Zimbabwe at any time you want to?  
● How frequently do you go home? 
● On arrival in South Africa did you have any friends or family meet you? 
● How did you find your feet in SA? 
● How long did it take for you to settle? 
● Was South Africa what you expected it to be? 
● Would you encourage anyone in Zimbabwe to come to South Africa?  
● Have you ever tried to regularise your stay in SA and get documented? 
● What challenges did you encounter? How would you describe your experience? 
● Do you still have family ties in Zimbabwe, do you support them? 
● What forms of support do you provide? 
● What tactics do you adopt in order to ensure that you are able to survive 
(survival strategies)? 
● Please describe how you earn your income here in SA? 
● Did you face any challenges getting employed? 
● How did you feel after getting employed? 




● What are some of the benefits of coming to South Africa? Are you happier now? 
Affordability? 
● Describe the community where you live? 
● Describe how you relate with people in your community? 
● Are you satisfied with the way you relate to your community? 
● Have you made local friends since you came? 
● Do you participate socially in your community? E.g. are you a member of any 
social clubs, e.g. such as stokvels/burial societies/Tupperware parties/church 
group? How frequently do you engage with these groups? What is the 
demographics? Do you see any benefits of being a member of these groups? 
● Do you speak any of the local languages spoken in your community? 
● Would you say that this has helped you to settle and integrate into your 
community?  
● Do you feel that the government supports foreign nationals? 
● Is it easy for you to visit the nearest police station? Local Clinic/hospital? 
● Have you received support with regards to the housing by the South African 
government? 
● Are your children able to attend South African public schools? 
● Do you have access to South African banking services? 
● How has been your experience in accessing these services? 
● Have you been a victim of Xenophobia? 
● Have you been physically or emotionally abused by state agents due to your 
nationality? 
● By whom?  
● How has it affected you? 
● How has it affected your view of South Africa? 
● How would you describe your interactions with locals? Have you ever felt a 
sense of fear of attack by locals due to your nationality? 
● What other day-to-day challenges do you experience as a migrant woman?  
● Do you feel like you have human rights as a migrant woman living in South 
Africa? 





● Would you return to Zimbabwe if the situation the circumstances that made you 
leave have improved?  
● In your opinion, do you think being a woman who is undocumented has put you 
at any greater disadvantage than undocumented men? 
● What keeps you going through all the circumstances that you have faced? 
● How are you surviving during this Covid 19 Lockdown? 
 
 
 
 
